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  . . . but there is also such a thing as ersatz happiness, perhaps happiness exists only as an ersatz . . .




  Günter Grass, The Tin Drum




  Bond cursed into the sodden folds of his silk handkerchief and got going.




  Ian Fleming, On Her Majesty’s Secret Service




  







  Introduction




  Eating Old Jamaica at the Tunbridge Wells Odeon




  I am ten years old, sitting in a suburban English cinema. On the screen a man with a large chin and black roll-neck sweater pushes through jungle foliage. He crouches behind a

  gravestone and takes out an enormous pistol. A white woman has been tied to a post and a black man dressed in animal skins is laughing crazily and wielding a massive poisonous snake. Around them

  hundreds of voodoo worshippers are screaming and convulsing. The man with the large chin starts shooting the black people, who are too busy rolling their eyes and waving old cutlasses to offer

  proper resistance.




  To be honest my memory goes a bit hazy at this point. In a moment of bravado before the film I had bought a jumbo Old Jamaica, a weird 1970s chocolate bar filled with rum essence and raisins. It

  had struck me as a sophisticated treat, little realizing that its only target market was in fact aspirational ten-year-old boys. Anyway, the reality of feeling sick, the perception of being drunk,

  and the confusion of the notionally West Indian flavour of the treat and the loosely West Indian setting of the film conspired to overwhelm me. Leaving the voodoo worshippers to their fate I

  staggered to the toilets. Thirty years later, rum essence still flings me back – like some reduced-to-clear Proust – to that cinema and what proved to be a transformative encounter with

  a man with a large chin.




  Writing this is peculiarly painful. The film in question was Live and Let Die, and its hero, James Bond, has since that moment deeply affected my life. For me that film pushed open the

  Golden Doors of sex and death, revealing a world of sophistication and cruelty previously unimagined. Sheltered by a prior movie diet of such duff material as Tales of Beatrix Potter, a

  ballet film featuring a dancing frog, I suddenly had discovered a film packed with steel-clawed black giants, alligators, speedboats and girls whimpering, ‘Oh, James.’ The Two Bad Mice

  prancing about hitting a little plaster fish (which of course, at the time, I had absolutely loved) became overnight something thought of always but spoken of never.




  I went to see Live and Let Die again a week later, this time spurning the siren song of the Old Jamaica: it was a flawless gem. Every scene conveyed so much – the brutal cunning of

  the villains, the decency and wit of Bond, the glamorous American and West Indian locations, the miraculous music. Happy years followed of reading and reading again all the Bond books, tracking

  down the older Bond films, preparing myself spiritually for the next one, The Man with the Golden Gun.




  The painfulness in all this is of course that Live and Let Die is dreadful. In a moment of lunatic parental outreach I recently bought the DVD to watch with my own twelve- and

  ten-year-old sons. I had not seen the movie in many years and this planned piece of quality nurturing left me mute with grief. The film was a mean-spirited and offensive shambles, too stupid really

  even to be racist, too chaotic to be camp. Worse, the film was the first to feature Roger Moore – a faintly louche manikin, famous as the Saint and, with Tony Curtis (then going through one

  of his cyclical career low-points), one of the Persuaders. Moore was to spearhead the progressive degeneration of Bond over a further seven films. Now I can see that I encountered and fell for Bond

  at the precise point, 1973, when he was spiralling out of control.




  And yet for many years he had been important – important to millions of people in all kinds of ways, a uniquely powerful, strange presence in British life since his invention by Ian

  Fleming in the early 1950s. Wholly oblivious, I had as a ten-year-old bumped into his most embarrassing avatar, but my entire upbringing had been in effect soaked in the world in which Bond had

  thrived and in which he was understood. In this time – before Bond films were ever shown on television – double bills of old ones would tour cinemas, playing to vast steaming audiences,

  seeing the films, like myself, over and over again almost as a religious undertaking. I was simply then the latest among whole populations of men and women (well, mainly men to be honest) who had

  stood in line for the Bond experience. Our school games were soaked in Bond, our talk was endlessly about the films and about the cruelty and sex in the books: Bond was a sort of currency, albeit,

  and quite unknown to me, one in steep decline on the open market.




  This book is an attempt to get to grips with Bond’s legacy and with the worlds in which Bond really mattered – not to a helpless ten-year-old ding-a-ling in the early

  seventies but to the generation who had fought in the Second World War and who in vast numbers read the Bond books in the 1950s and saw the Bond films in the 1960s.




  I hope to explore with reasonable seriousness the trauma faced by Britain in the 1940s and after – a far smaller trauma than that of mainland Europe, but profound nonetheless and one that

  could have been terminal. The link between Bond’s invention and his overwhelming success and the horrors faced by Britain from 1939 onwards are close and interesting. Ian Fleming, a cynical

  upper-class waster galvanized by and briefly endorsed by the emergency of the War, reacted to the gradual, but sometimes vertiginous, implosion of Britain when the fighting had ended by creating

  the Bond books. These proceeded to find their vast niche as part of a general right-wing reaction to the humiliations and failures of British life. I want to recreate some of the stifling British

  obsession with the Second World War, which still cannot be shaken even today, but which once permeated all aspects of life and was dominant throughout my own childhood. Toys, film, novels, memoirs

  about the War were everywhere, and through them strode James Bond, the secret hero who calmly carried the values of that war through a treacherous and ungrateful Cold War world.




  Inevitably this book must lean heavily on a sort of ancient archaeology – here are the remains of a door post, here a possible site of cult ritual. So much has changed and so rapidly that

  it is hard to get right inside the original impact of the books or the films. Morals have changed, movie gun noises are much more reverberant, sex has got sexier. The Cold War has, weirdly,

  completely vanished, leaving behind such peculiar debris as From Russia with Love, a book and a film which will appear as strange to future generations as abandoned Kazakhstan rocket silos

  or fallout shelters.




  As a memoir, this book is fragmentary and scraped together from very slightly interesting bits and bobs. My life has just not been melodramatic enough to take up more than a

  few pages. I had a cheerful childhood packed with affection, no specific features to incite sympathy and no adventures to speak of. As history it will anger many, filled as it is with shocking

  generalizations and lack of documentation. I share that anger. This book was written in large part because I want to convey, perhaps in an overdrawn form, some of the ways in which Britain has

  changed – and by following James Bond show some of a vanished world which he in various ways pulled together.




  The eight chapters are roughly chronological, pursuing Fleming’s, Britain’s and Bond’s lives from the 1930s to the 1970s with occasional comfort-breaks to deal with specific

  themes. I have tried to give just enough background on Britain and its empire to make events around and after the War intelligible. While carefully researched, this material is breathtakingly

  selective and loaded with no doubt facetious and callow interpretation of a kind that will have historians shrieking to heaven for vengeance. I should really emphasize that I am not a professional

  historian and that anyone who has devoted their life to a serious study of this period should probably see about swapping this for something else.




  A further obvious point is that this is a book only about some people some of the time: for every individual concerned about Britain’s international prestige or the global nuclear threat

  there were countless more simply getting on with their lives. It is a simile used before, but it is like Brueghel’s painting The Fall of Icarus: a shepherd stares at the clouds, a

  ploughman ploughs a field, a merchant ship hurries by, and down in the corner Icarus crashes – with a tiny ploof! of water – completely unremarked into the sea. Clearly the end

  of the British Empire was for very many people an unremarked and tiny ploof but for many others, continuously or intermittently, it was much more.




  Devoted contemporary fans will be driven to distraction by this book. Going to a premiere of the last Bond film, Die Another Day, at the Empire Leicester Square, I had to say that I was

  unmoved by what happened on the screen. Tiny voices whispered that Die Hard did this better, that Face/Off did this better, that even Vin Diesel’s xXx did this better.

  I’m afraid that some years back I parted from the Way and feel relieved at having done so. But Bond’s later abasement should not cloud what he used to be and movies featuring John

  Cleese as Q and an invisible car cannot sully the immense pleasures of the books and the early films.




  This then is part memoir, part history, part a meditation on being a fan/not being a fan. The little telltale phrase, though, in the last paragraph, ‘going to a premiere’, will of

  course tell you all you need to know. I am not exactly cured. Like a hopeless modern version of Goya’s The Sleep of Reason Brings Forth Monsters, I lie slumped at my desk with

  disturbingly well-thumbed copies of Diamonds are Forever and DVDs of Octopussy (for God’s sake) flapping about my head. But that I think still applies to British men in general

  – if diminishingly so – who still walk a little differently, dream certain dreams, and are somewhat comforted and sexually a little odder than would have been the case without the

  imagination of a man born into a very different sort of Britain.




  







  Note




  Books and Films




  Ian Fleming (1908–1964) wrote fourteen James Bond books: Casino Royale (1953), Live and Let Die (1954), Moonraker (1955), Diamonds are Forever

  (1956), From Russia with Love (1957), Dr No (1958), Goldfinger (1959), For Your Eyes Only (short stories, 1960), Thunderball (1961), The Spy Who Loved Me

  (1962), On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1963), You Only Live Twice (1964) and the posthumously published The Man with the Golden Gun (1965) and Octopussy (short

  stories, 1966).




  The films are Dr No (1962), From Russia with Love (1963), Goldfinger (1964), Thunderball (1965), You Only Live Twice (1967), On Her Majesty’s Secret

  Service (1969), Diamonds are Forever (1971), Live and Let Die (1973), The Man with the Golden Gun (1974), The Spy Who Loved Me (1977), Moonraker (1979) . . .

  I’m sorry: I just can’t go on it’s all so terrible. They’re roughly the same, come out at irregular intervals and tend to have the word Die in the title.




  There are also three oddities: a hypnotic American television version of Casino Royale made in 1954; the pitiful spoof Casino Royale with David Niven and Woody Allen (1967), which

  derived its rights from the earlier television contract; and Never Say Never Again (1983), a pointless offshoot of legal disputes about ownership of the Thunderball screenplay.




  







  Chapter One




  ‘NIGHT AND DAY’




  MY MOTHER used to tell me how her clearest early memory was of sitting on the front step of her family’s house in South-East London, aged six,

  eating a honey sandwich and watching as planes zoomed over her head, engaged in fighting the Battle of Britain. I often think of that encounter and the thousands of times I had gazed at my mother

  who had in turn gazed at one of the defining moments in the world’s history, but who was as much concerned with the taste of the honey as with the Spitfires.




  My grandmother – my mother’s mother – experienced the War and specifically the Blitz quite differently: as terror piled on terror. She still talks today with incredulity of the

  three months during which every night brought an air raid, of giving birth during a raid, of the people and houses randomly annihilated around her own neighbourhood. She and my mother (safely

  tucked up for the rest of the War on a farm) both remembered too a world substantially without men – of families filled with missing sons, brothers and fathers, of a country which by 1945 had

  some four and a half million men in uniform scattered around the world.




  Every country’s recent history provides different forms of trauma. It is absolutely the case that the British experience of the Second World War was not remotely as horrible as that of

  Poland, say, or Russia. There was not the physical annihilation experienced by Ukraine or even anything approaching the subtle but acrid horror of occupation undergone by France or Burma. The

  300,000 or so British dead matches roughly the American figure, although the latter was almost exclusively military whereas the British was about a fifth civilian. In the scarcely credible cauldron

  of the War these are tiny figures, swamped by – say – the Bengal Famine alone.




  But just as the death of a patient in the next hospital bed has no serious bearing on an individual’s own dangerous and invasive operation, so Britain’s ‘benign’ War

  experience was in the end completely traumatic and terrible. Indeed the whole idea of the ‘good war’ has been developed to generate both a sense of moral certainty that was in practice

  under siege for much of the conflict and to allow those who experienced the War to hide their eyes from the vast gulfs that had surrounded them.




  Fundamentally the War, despite its being won, consisted for Britain of a ceaseless nightly Blitz of humiliations, compromises and setbacks, and these did not stop with 1945 but kept up a

  relentless battering until well into the 1970s. The country that reeled into the European Economic Community in 1973 was, with Ireland, the poorest member state, an ashen, provincial, polyester

  sort of country, no longer recognizable as the victor of 1945 and a million miles from the self-image British people had nurtured for themselves for generations.




  The strange obsession Britain has with the Second World War, now almost unique in the world (with the interesting exception of Russia), has profound roots, therefore: it was the last point at

  which there had been a deep sense of purpose and value, crystallizing around the two peaks of the Battle of Britain and D-Day and forgetful of the horrible failures that otherwise marked much of

  the War experience. The pace at which Britain then ‘decompressed’, from being the triumphant victor over Germany and Japan and the world’s largest empire in 1945 to being a shorn,

  flailing, International Monetary Fund beggar in 1976, perched resentfully on the fringe of Europe, makes an extraordinary story. Most countries en route to such a debacle would have stirred

  themselves to shoot a few of their rulers or organize a Latin American-style coup. This was certainly the traditional European approach, whether in Berlin, Vienna, Paris or Moscow. But somehow in

  Britain the revolutionary left were never more than a fringe of a fringe and there was never a faintly plausible caudillo waiting in the wings (even the comic/sinister Lord Mountbatten turned down

  such an idea).




  There were many reasons for Britain’s different fate, but none in themselves seem quite enough: an unprovokable sense of deference; the food; the weather; the quality of BBC programming

  (if you took to the streets you might miss something good); a non-political police and civil service (or at least non-political in comparison with most European countries). These were immensely

  fraught, febrile decades with almost every year loading on further shame and chaos, handled by a political class in thrall to history, exhausted and embittered. But through that devastated

  landscape walked a fascinating, symptomatic figure – the totem or lucky charm: James Bond.




  Before laying out some suggestions as to how we should see the Second World War and its aftermath, it is important – or at least quite interesting – to get to grips a little with

  Bond’s remarkable creator.




  WHAT SORT OF a man was Ian Fleming? What do we need to know about him to understand his creation? Thanks to his photo sessions with Cecil Beaton and

  Horst Tappe he has left an indelible image. Many writers are associated with smoking in their most iconic portraits (Auden, Simenon, Camus – the last’s image more compelling surely than

  mere social pressures as a reason for lighting up), but none with smoke itself. Fleming’s skin, textured like that of a giant tortoise, is almost hidden by smoke in Tappe’s late photos:

  indeed there is so much smoke that it is as though his neck has caught fire. The weirdly compelling, flat, contemptuous face, the clenched teeth on the cigarette-holder, the mean, shadowed eyes,

  all seem to imply a man of ferocious purpose. Tappe’s saurian anti-smoking ad is one of the essential icons of the early 1960s. Reproduced on millions of Pan paperback covers – overlaid

  with such lovely quotes as ‘Brrr . . . how wincingly well Mr Fleming writes’ and ‘Muscularly brilliant . . . not for prudes’ – the photo implies less that Fleming is

  Bond than that he is himself a sort of criminal mastermind – a coughing version of Blofeld.




  And yet in other, less widely used photos the effect is less happy. In one bizarre session Fleming is shown looking down the sight of a revolver, the gun-barrel pointing at the camera, looming

  and massively distorted. He looks like a dotty old novelist camping it up, which of course he was. Rather than arranging with a nod of the head for some merciless killing, dropping into place one

  more bloodstained piece in some vast jigsaw of terror understood only by himself, Fleming was in reality merely tapping out nonsense on his portable typewriter in Jamaica whilst slurping cocktails

  and muttering querulously about socialism.




  After their deaths almost all writers are remembered by photos taken late in life. Pictures of them when younger, when indeed they may have written their most memorable books, always seem to

  appear as unrealistic previews for the crumpled or craggy later versions. Shaw, Tolkien, Beckett, Waugh are doomed always to be wonky and gnarled. Accident has spared us the spectacle of the

  frog-like, scrumpled property billionaire Camus enjoying a joke with his friend President Chirac. Pictures of the younger Fleming, without the thousands of impacts from drinking, smoking and

  matrimonial screaming matches, have no real plausibility. He looks as he was: a handsome but banal philandering toff; self-confident but only through staying within the vast ramparts of class

  disdain; intelligent but only because the usual arbitrary scraps of elite education had stuck to him. In fact he is very much like Bond, but minus the action and adventure and plus the golfing

  chums.




  Before the War, all the interest attached to his remarkable brother Peter, journalist, adventurer, hero author of the magical News from Tartary and Brazilian Adventure. Indeed Ian

  Fleming was almost a parody of a less talented younger brother. Clearly his family upbringing was surprising and interesting – because it produced Peter Fleming – but there

  didn’t seem enough left in the bag for anyone else.




  HOW LONG SHOULD WE understand the past? Historians have to create a coherent narrative (the meaning, after all, of the word ‘history’), but

  inevitably this creates limits and frustrations. The past does not roll out like a motorway building project. People often do not notice what is going on – they are too tired, too old, too

  young, too stupid, looking in the other direction. Inevitably history becomes what the historian chooses to point out. History is also, of course, hindsight – each event lived then as a set

  of choices blurred by prejudice, greed, panic and habit tidied into a plausible sequence.




  Countries can become very crowded with history, and the British national obsession with it should tell us much more about the nature of what has happened to us – and continues to happen to

  us – than it does. The merely folkloric or picturesque historical interests of many countries and the careful aphasia of others show that history itself will deal a great range of cards which

  different nations either pore over or discard. Britain is a country with so much ‘live’ history that it sometimes threatens to engulf it.




  However defined, historical events broke into twentieth-century British lives in highly disturbing ways, where the blameless private unfolding of family stories and the grand narratives of the

  two world wars intersect. Through the timing of births my family was almost unaffected, beyond the mysterious death of a great-uncle in Ceylon while in the RAF. Other families’ timings and

  decisions could result in their being ravaged to pieces by the dates 1914–18 and 1939–45, with mere fragments stepping into what proved to be the post-war world. Fleming for example

  had, just before his ninth birthday, to hear that his father (a dashing friend of Churchill’s and a Conservative MP) had been killed on the Western Front. In the Second World War a brother

  was killed in action and a long-term girlfriend killed by a bomb in London. For very good reasons we put such terrible information aside all year except on Remembrance Sunday. What is for many a

  day of pleasing, attenuated melancholy is for millions completely unbearable.




  LOOKING AT Fleming’s life in the 1930s I feel a little Red commissar inside me thumping his desk and waving around a revolver. The sheer, imbecile

  levels of privilege, the thoughtlessness, the parasitism are astounding. Fleming wandered through life as a sort of walking reproach to capitalism as a rational system based on competitive

  Darwinian struggle. In many cradles of European civilization it had been OK for at least a hundred and fifty years to carve up people like Fleming and set fire to their mansions as a legitimate

  form of central heating. Somehow in Britain they survived. Robert Fleming & Co., the bank from which the family fortunes derived, was at the heart of a vast spider-web of imperial interests,

  from Anglo-Texan cattle millionaires to Anglo-Iranian Oil, the company that later became BP. Around the world many thousands of people were toiling in effect for the bank to create an awesome,

  dazzling, infinitely complex structure which had lurking in it somewhere a little up-escalator for the fortunate Ian Fleming.




  After leaving Eton he mucked about in the army for a bit, spent some time in the Alps at a special type of school, worked for a while at Reuters news agency, got a job as a stockbroker because

  his mother knew the Governor of the Bank of England . . . You expect a scene like the climactic moment in the great film of Frankenstein where the enraged villagers all rush along, yelling

  and waving flaming torches, intent on burning everything down. When he’s not shooting stags he’s flying to France to play golf, when he’s not skiing in Austria he’s leafing

  through imported French pornography in his bachelor pad. A serialized, strip-cartoon version run in a Soviet children’s newspaper would have been spurned by its young readers as crudely

  implausible.




  It is this British upper-class imperviousness between the Wars which is now so striking. The civil wars in Ireland and Spain, the street-fighting and hatreds sprawling throughout Europe, the

  quintessential newsreel image of the era of tiny male figures in hats and overcoats running in panic down ornate chilly boulevards: these are all held at bay. The unfolding horrors of Nazi Germany

  and the USSR had no resonance outside an ineffectual British fringe on right and left who never seriously threatened or even perturbed a ruling-class core who, behind the bluff, pipe-smoking fraud

  of Stanley Baldwin and his ‘National’ government, could weather epic levels of unemployment, colonial unrest and even a king’s abdication.




  Fleming effortlessly floats along on all this, working his way through endless specially made cigarettes and upper-class women. Of course, in the end everyone has to be grateful. Britain spends

  the 1930s in effect manipulating or using up a tremendous range of international assets, exploiting its weakening but still key role in finance, emigration and trade to cushion itself against some

  of the worst aspects of the Depression. This sense in which Britain was using itself up would become cruelly apparent in 1940 but until that point was reached – a point neither wished for nor

  imagined by anyone in the whole population – there was a stability which, as scared or angry crowds surged through Barcelona or Paris or Vienna, is extraordinary. And if this stability was

  bought at the price of a few thousand Ian Flemings then that was surely an acceptable price. The communist or fascist critiques of European capitalism had a validity in many countries but only a

  very limited one in Britain. Nobody really wanted Buckingham Palace to become People’s Sausage Factory No. 1 and the palace’s painfully feeble-minded and marginal inhabitants were never

  in the least danger. Nobody even, on the approved Continental model, took a shot at them or waved around a dagger of retribution. British capitalism and society retained immense reserves, however

  pressured. Indeed, it could be claimed that the solidity of the British system, based on a great global framework of money and language of astonishing resilience and complexity, of which the island

  itself was merely a focus point, was perhaps always unbeatable by Germany: itself an isolated and almost landlocked piece of a small continent with no global reach of any serious kind at all.




  This sort of solidity or stolidity which shaped Fleming’s whole world and the country around him was both impressive and distasteful in almost equal measure. The foam-flecked mouth of my

  internal Red commissar can quite readily be bought off by a nice cream tea at a National Trust property. No critique of Britain’s life, even one as cruelly intelligent as, say, George

  Orwell’s, could come up with a means of creating some level of social justice without risking the terrifying fate of Russia or Germany. It was only in the fleeting moment of triumph in 1945

  that a timid but thoughtful bid could be made to overhaul the status quo but, as we shall see, this was rapidly tamed and rechanneled by the same huge forces that kept Britain, at great moral cost,

  safe in the 1930s.




  The immediate and completely frightening nature of the great emergency of 1939 is overwhelmingly coloured by our knowing what happened (we survived) and this gives a specific narrative flavour

  now not enjoyed then. Identifying these distortions can in effect be a definition of an entire kind of history, far more than some plodding re-re-recounting of events. If Fleming

  spent the 1930s for the most part mucking around, there were others who were grey with anxiety.




  IN A WORLD saturated with media and with Internet access to a welter of images, each historical period reinforces even further its dominant flavour:

  Louis XV’s must always be crowded with terrific cloaks, hats, dresses and sword-pommels even if in practice it was more usual to be dead in a ditch; the Mogul court was a magically refined

  place, but undoubtedly filled with many hundreds more vigorous individuals than the two or three seated, poised with small flowers held between their fingers, favoured by some of its painters. This

  is particularly cruelly the case around the lead-up to the Second World War.




  When we think of the politicians and soldiers of the early twentieth century they suffer under huge disadvantages, not the least being that they were obliged to carry out their duties in black

  and white. It is startling how massive the impact of black-and-white photography and film is on our sense of the period. Victorians and Edwardians detonate with painted colour – their

  arrogance and relentless sense of purpose like the firework finale to a two-and-a-half-century-long tradition of English ruling-class portraiture. Millais, Sargent and others were revelling in a

  shorthand established under the Stuarts. Regardless of the poor posture, listlessness or imbecility of the subject, a reliable job could be done. There is a Sargent portrait of a governor of

  Singapore in the National Portrait Gallery, all cream, gold and bursting moustache, that can hardly be contained: half imperial grandeur and half Studio 54. Our heads are filled with

  pre-twentieth-century images that emphasize colour. As the last century progressed, however, this tradition collapsed and the twitching black-and-white newsreel or stuffed and groomed official

  photograph took over. The effect has been incalculable – we live with a sense of politicians taking on a specific gloomy tone, allied to the querulous voices preserved but also distorted by

  the recording equipment of the time. The medium conspires to make everyone look shifty and pettish – or shiftless and petty – to a degree that just cannot be true. In his towering

  portrait by Millais, the brutal late Victorian warrior Lord Kitchener looks fabulous, a creature from myth, destroyer of infidels and Boers, humiliator of the French. But in black-and-white film in

  later life he looks comic, or idiotic in a sinister way. At the opposite end of the spectrum, the rare colour photos of Hitler look obscene and disturbing. He seems almost normal, like a human

  being – as though he has got away from the ‘correct’ cosmological set of evil attributes under which he functioned in black and white. That the British statesmen of two world wars

  and the Depression should be in black and white all the time is simply too appropriate.




  Were they worse politicians in themselves than their brightly coloured predecessors? Perhaps not. The interwar politicians are generally viewed as incredibly mediocre but Victorians could get

  away potentially with very little talent, sitting on most of the world’s money, resources, land and technology and being able to decide casually over drinks on actions that would eviscerate

  some far-off country at the cost of almost no British casualties.




  It is impossible not to think with awe of figures such as Lord Kitchener or the megabrain Lord Salisbury. Their very stance implies a clockwork-regular, post-breakfast bowel movement of

  overwhelming proportions, generated while humming snatches of ‘Immortal, invisible, God only wise’. They stalk out of their devastated bathrooms with a mental note to send a stiff

  telegram to the French. These frightening and rather weird figures have all gone by the 1930s and it is not surprising that with such changed circumstances their successors look haggard and

  jerky.




  NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN sits at the heart of our bafflement with the 1930s. In newsreels he twitchily gestures at crowds or pauses

  awkwardly for the camera. It is as difficult to get any more of a sense of him than by staring at some extinct alphabet. The figure known to voters then, the commanding, iron-fisted modernizer of

  the Conservatives, the safe hands in a crisis, the magician cheered by crowds on his return from Munich, has vanished and this near-consensus view of the time has now completely evaporated. His

  clothes look silly, his moustache looks silly and we know him, or think we know him, to be a failure and a fool.




  Winston Churchill creates a different kind of bafflement. His wartime images are now permanently burnt into our brains, with his slightly mad pugnacity rightly provoking an overwhelming sense of

  gratitude. But before the summer and autumn of 1940 he stood for everything backward and contemptible about Britain – a drunk, discredited, elderly aristocrat hating not just the Nazis but

  also the working classes and Indian independence and embracing a whole host of perverse and unhelpful causes. The breaker of the General Strike and mocker of Gandhi, Churchill inspired confidence

  in nobody and should have retired in the early thirties. Indeed, it could be argued that his wild public attacks on Hitler helped discredit the position he championed – just as everyone would

  cough and shuffle away when he began to sound off on some further elaborate scheme to arrest Indian nationalists.




  But of course Churchill as a horrible old relic is as unrecoverable as Chamberlain the stern masterbrain. We can stare and stare at the newsreels and see Churchill simply preparing himself for

  greatness, waiting in the absurd shadows of MacDonald, Baldwin and Chamberlain to rescue the country. That he really does do so is one of the central facts of British life in the twentieth century,

  but it also confuses, distorts and conceals much else.




  MY GRANDFATHER had been active in Conservative politics before the War and when in his house, as a ten- or eleven-year-old child, I would often be

  cornered and lectured at for hours with his stories of F. E. Smith, Austen Chamberlain (who looked like the Penguin from Batman) and others. He had one story of how as a boy he had gone to a

  Birmingham flower show with his father and shaken hands with Joseph Chamberlain, the dazzling Edwardian imperialist, who, confined to an invalid carriage, was judging an orchid contest there

  shortly before his death. This one tale aside, to my dismay I cannot remember any of my grandfather’s hundreds of stories (or possibly dozens put on a repeat cycle). I sat there,

  hot-faced with boredom and resentment – and with no sense at all, of course, that he would himself have been filled with a matching sense of self-loathing at being reduced to talking at such

  an audience. Or perhaps he was motivated by a wish to pass on his perceptions to a world beyond his lifetime, in which case my inattention has served him dreadfully. I have no idea now how many of

  these stories were from his own experience or how much these were simply tales out of Tory circles. My own disgust for the whole milieu doesn’t for a moment, though, stop me from crying with

  frustration and much else that my grandfather is now long dead and can no longer be asked What was it like then? and that my mother is now long dead and can no longer be asked What else

  can you remember apart from your honey-sandwich anecdote?




  BRITISH WEALTH and success had for a century been quite cheaply bought. After the apocalyptic twenty years of war with revolutionary and Napoleonic

  France, Waterloo had marked an immense increase in British power. This power and prestige had been maintained around the world through constant if small-scale warfare. It is odd to think that the

  Royal Navy was, with the peculiar blip of the Crimean War, little used in the century after the defeat of Napoleon except to chastise painfully easy targets such as slavers, Turks and Chinese. It

  ferried troops and administrators around, went on scientific expeditions, but rarely fired at anything much. The navy was so huge and so technologically ahead of its competitors that its mere

  existence made it very hard to imagine anyone attacking Britain in any sustainable way – much like the United States now. Most of Europe was marched across at some point in the nineteenth

  century, much of it repeatedly, leaving dead liberals lying in heaps, but Britain remained inviolate, both physically and to a striking degree intellectually. The great nineteenth-century

  developments of mainland European politics, the perception of a life-and-death struggle between capital and labour, the rise of anarchism, of virulent anti-Semitism or anti-clericalism, all passed

  Britain by while convulsing France, Germany, Russia and Italy. It is extremely strange to think that while the United States tore itself apart in civil war, while Italy and Germany became newly

  united countries in a series of spectacular battles and uprisings, while France was invaded, its army destroyed and Paris turned into a communist bastion ultimately blown to pieces by regular

  French troops with some 5,000 communard deaths, Britain drifted on with effectively no history (meaning ‘exciting events’) at all, beyond specific innovations in industry,

  fashion, cakes, etc.




  Of course Britain imposed plenty of ‘exciting events’ on other countries, and its history lies elsewhere. But with the fluky exception of the Crimea it restricted its actions to

  punitive expeditions to extend control of Africa, India, Australasia and China – areas which British technology meant were effectively unable to fight back. One of the oddities of thinking

  about the British Empire has always been the assumption that somehow – compared to other empires – it was rather benign or even liberal.




  Recently wandering around the military chapel attached to Les Invalides in Paris, I found myself feeling completely nauseated by the captured battle standards that decorate it. The horrible face

  of French imperialism seemed readily accessible there. Mainly Chinese or Vietnamese, these standards (some just little squares of cloth with a stitched single ideogram) had been

  ‘won’ in some lopsided, late-nineteenth-century bloodbath with syphilitic, feverish French troops using repeating rifles and naval guns against feudatories clad in vermilion silk and

  armed with matchlocks and lucky hats. But my revulsion is purely an inherited one: British people have always lived with this image of the French Empire as disgusting and somehow

  illegitimate – licentious, cruel, underhand and tinpot. This was how it was described by the Victorians themselves and my gorge was rising as part of a multi-generational response to

  Britain’s black legend of French (and, of course, earlier Spanish) imperial wretchedness. The clear value of these other empires’ unacceptability was that somehow it helped make

  Britain’s own more cleanlimbed, unmucky and even-handed. And yet if a graph could ever be constructed for ammunition expenditure around the world in any given year after Waterloo it would be

  dominated (except in very specific patches such as the American Civil War) by bullets streaming from British weapons, cutting down rulers and their armies around the world. In modern terms Ghana,

  Pakistan, Sudan, New Zealand, innumerable regions of India, Burma, Afghanistan, Ukraine, China, Ethiopia, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Egypt (and I’m sure I have forgotten somewhere obvious)

  were all lashed by unanswerable firepower and technology, generally with as little serious intellectual rationale as any conjured up by Attila’s Huns. Any local setbacks, such as General

  Gordon’s in the Sudan or the Indian Mutiny, were viewed as almost unbelievable moral outrages to be crushed with completely deranged levels of violence. With the exception of a handful of

  bribed, lolling sultans and doomed chieftains pulled into Britain’s orbit by trade or by fear of other colonial rivals, nobody ever agreed voluntarily to be ruled by some very odd

  people in red coats backed by a supporting cast of fever-ridden missionaries and some of the world’s most grotesque Walrus-and-the-Carpenter-style traders. When we focus on all the fun things

  (trains, docks, English-language courses and so on) that filled the empire, this immense violence (backed up of course by unlimited reservoirs of self-righteousness) tends to be forgotten or even

  excused. The French Empire on a map seems to offer a withered little parody of the British Empire and indeed offers an entertaining geographical game (Vietnam as against the whole of India,

  New Caledonia as against Australia, Chad as against Nigeria, and so on and so on) but it also holds up a mirror that shows how when we have no national or patriotic stake ourselves in

  a specific part of the world we can probably see much more clearly the sheer horror of European engagement with it. In effect we dare to mock the French for having done so much less harm than

  ourselves.




  After about 1900, however, after one Georgian century of exciting, seat-of-the-pants dominance, and then a Victorian one of easy, arrogant dominance, everything changed for Britain. It had one

  last (and spectacular) throw when it gained control over most of the world’s diamonds and gold in the Boer War, but it paid a huge price. Not only did that war cost vastly more in lives than

  had ever been imagined, it also helped generate a near apocalyptic atmosphere in Germany, whose rulers realized that the entire planet, outside a gloomy, cabbage-oriented little chunk of northern

  Europe, was to belong to a sprawling Anglo-America. The Boer War also suggested more generally both to allies and enemies that British strength had for some time been massively overestimated.




  The price to be paid for this collision course was, of course, the First World War, which Britain and its allies won only through an overwhelming and finally Pyrrhic effort. Staring at the

  ruined international system of 1918, with 800,000 of its own dead, with a supremacy based only on the temporarily even greater ruin of its opponents, Britain’s rulers must have felt both

  stunned and helpless. Now, with none of the technological, financial or military advantages it had enjoyed in the nineteenth century, Britain had to forge ahead, knowing that it had to defend both

  itself and its often frivolously gained colonial commitments pretty much everywhere against an appalling range of enemies. Territories picked up by a handful of malarial planters more or less for a

  laugh or by some naval expedition sent to correct some ancient and now long-forgotten slight suddenly turned into unlimited, indefensible (in two senses) liabilities.




  Not only did the end of the First World War find Britain as an exhausted victor unable to keep a peace that few of its opponents valued, but because of its victory Britain was oddly unreformed.

  Nobody would wish any country to go through the nightmare let loose across most of Europe in this period, but everywhere new and notionally more modern forms of government were springing up and

  consolidating. While across Europe his opposite numbers and relations were being shot or exiled, George V still glumly collected vast albums of stamps featuring miniature pictures of himself and

  inveighed dimly against Impressionism in art. If the Napoleonic Wars had in the end endorsed as successful a British state little changed since the Revolution of 1688, then the First World War

  offered, just, a further endorsement. It is certainly true that the early twentieth century saw the British aristocracy being shoved aside by non-aristocratic elements, but in an early

  twenty-first-century world in which arbitrary selections of semi-retired people continue cheerfully to wrap themselves in ermine and sit in the House of Lords, this is not a startling development

  on a scale that other European politicians would recognize.




  In the early twenties it seemed briefly that Europe might restabilize around British and French enforcement and American money. The attempt to recreate the lost Edwardian financial world fell to

  bits however in the Depression and evaporated the only scenario that would have allowed Britain to survive: the hope that everyone was getting too wealthy to bother about things like, for example,

  wars of revenge. It also left Britain with two enormous and unattackable enemies with different reasons for not liking British global influence: the Soviet Union, whose whole point was to export

  revolution to countries often controlled by Britain, and the United States, whose founding beliefs were anti-colonial and nationalistic and whose good will to Britain did not extend to the British

  Empire. That these countries became Britain’s allies against the two empires of Japan and Germany that did the immediate and overwhelming damage to Britain in 1939–42 did not make them

  necessarily anything other than very provisional friends indeed.




  It is therefore almost as though technology knew what symbolically it had to do: flickery black and white was needed to portray all the world’s statesmen – but it was particularly

  appropriate for Britain’s. The speed of Britain’s diminution was breathtaking. Everything that had seemed to make Britain a superpower before the disastrous summer of 1914 now conspired

  to make it impotent. The modernization that it had pioneered now swamped it as others caught up. The huge populations of the Soviet Union and the United States threatened it; the huge populations

  of India and China now made the future of empire completely problematic. Any further war was by all standards unaffordable for Britain.




  WHERE DOES James Bond come from? He may have been invented in the early 1950s, but his roots lay for the most part in Ian Fleming’s reading

  between the wars.




  At the simplest level he was named after an American ornithologist, famous for his work on West Indian birds and whose name had the right, straight, tough air for Fleming’s hero. But what

  about his antecedents? This is a very murky area. At massive psychological cost it might be possible to rummage around indefinitely in the world of pre-War pulp fiction, but Bond’s Homo

  erectus or indeed his Piltdown Man could easily be lurking pretty much anywhere.




  The very obvious antecedents lie in the strange late-nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century world of ‘Imperial Leather’ fiction. It is strange enough that so many people in

  the early twenty-first century rub themselves down in the shower with a soap called Imperial Leather (some non-British readers may simply refuse to believe this) without any specific sense of

  unease that, nude and vulnerable, they should be reaching for something that so neatly implies a specific form of British sadomasochism. The word combination ‘Imperial Leather’ seems so

  clearly to conjure up some vision of a hideously mutilated trooper’s naked corpse pinned to the saddle of his horse, stumbling through the burning Sudanese desert, that it comes up a bit

  short as a mere toiletry. Possibly many of its users simply assume, reasonably, that it is ‘Imperial Lather’. In any event, ‘Imperial Leather’ fiction’s finest hour

  was probably H. Rider Haggard’s novel King Solomon’s Mines, which, as a sort of hymn to the magical worlds of southern Africa, transcends any genre, but in its heart of hearts is

  a disturbing and nasty book with blacks doomed to be either loyal or treacherous and invariably credulous, and whites domineering and ruthless but on balance strangely noble. As a source for Ian

  Fleming’s work it is interesting because much of the book’s power comes from its sense of place (which Fleming would parallel in his love of the United States and the West Indies). It

  is also one of the first books to associate military equipment and erectile tissue in the Bond manner. Haggard is very good at talking about supplies, cartridges and rifle manufacturers and the

  Bond books get some of their power from the same source – the sense of ballistic expertise, of Fleming cross-examining various obsessives to make sure that all his talk about sniper rifles

  and magazine size was correct, however absurd.




  Another clear influence is John Buchan, who created much of the formula – plucky, no-nonsense British hero (Richard Hannay), mad villains, exciting chases, right-wing agenda. Interestingly

  both King Solomon’s Mines and Buchan’s Greenmantle feature a messianic white hero who will be the inspiration and leader for countless Africans and Muslims respectively: a

  strangely naked fantasy of how on earth Britain could carry on ruling much of the world. The clearest debt Fleming has to Buchan is the criminal mastermind obsessed by the pleasure of anarchistic

  destruction rather than gain. Figures such as Lumley in the splendidly demented The Power-House (‘As I read your character – and I think I am right – you are an artist in

  crime’) do much the same thing, complete with the sort of unhinged disquisitions on the banality of civilization that Blofeld or Mr Big would enjoy so much. It seems wholly symbolic of how

  the world had moved on – and a kindness – that Buchan should have died in early 1940, just too early to see the British army’s overwhelming disaster in France. And just too early

  to see General Sir Edmund Ironside, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, whose earlier heroic and exotic career had inspired Buchan’s most famous books, playing such a leading role in

  that disaster.




  Beyond Buchan is the locked sub-basement of writers such as Dornford Yates and ‘Sapper’ (Herman Cyril McNeile). Their books are effectively unreadable now, so it is hard to conjure

  up how they were ever of any value. In any event, unlike Buchan or Rider Haggard, these were writers of very low ambition and so can hardly be overly castigated because long after their deaths

  their social and racial attitudes seem a bit quaint.




  There is also the aristocratic quest novel – the enormous bestseller being Anthony Hope’s The Prisoner of Zenda, which generated an endless sub-genre. These are echoed

  undoubtedly in Fleming’s work – not least through the sort of exchanges which make it plausible for the villains to discuss their plans ‘as one gentleman to another’ rather

  than simply killing Bond on the spot. The great difference of course is the level of ambition in the villains – Graf von Nortibitz or Baron Nastikoff on the whole want to do pretty low-grade

  things like impugning a lady’s honour or stealing a glass sword rather than, say, murdering the entire population of Miami Beach. The pleasure of ‘Ruritania’ and its related

  countries is the feeling that they are a toybox come to life (echoed nicely in Fleming’s own Chitty Chitty Bang Bang) and this in the end is not the atmosphere of the Bond

  books, except perhaps towards the end, with Blofeld in his loony Japanese castle. It is impossible not to feel, though, that beneath the crumpled grey uniformity of their

  post-war-international-criminal clothing Fleming’s villains do not hide a little bit of the lemon-yellow uniform, spurred boot and glittering monocle of their predecessors.




  The other very obvious precedent is provided by Sax Rohmer’s Fu-Manchu novels. Now I am completely happy to concede that Rohmer’s contemporary Arnold Bennett was a very great writer

  and Rohmer was a national disgrace, but if you tug the lid off Anna of the Five Towns there is a far less powerful smell than that emitted by, say, The Daughter of Doctor Fu-Manchu.

  More can be learned from these books about a notionally bluff and self-confident imperial Britain than almost any other source. As with Fleming, Rohmer may be basically unserious, but his books and

  his enormous success, pouring out novels and film-adaptations for decades from 1913 onwards, are fascinating – a pullulating heap of racist neuroses about secret Chinese plans to destroy the

  ‘white race’ married to an infinite capacity for inventing ingenious new murder methods. And who can in all honesty not warm to these stories with their trapdoors, silent poisons,

  dacoits and secret cellars bursting with lethal fungi (‘It is my fly-trap!’ shrieked the Chinaman. ‘And I am the god of destruction!’)? Researching this book has not by any

  means all been fun and games, but Rohmer’s books (‘ “They die like flies!” screamed Fu-Manchu, with a sudden febrile excitement’) are a clear compensation, however

  patently unacceptable by most criteria. It has to be said that Dr No appears a relatively run-of-the-mill, almost clerkly figure compared with his equally medically qualified predecessor. Fleming

  steals directly from Rohmer in the fiendish giant-centipede scene in Dr No, but more frequently there are more straightforward echoes of both subject matter and prose style (‘her lips,

  even in repose, were a taunt’).
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