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Foreword



With the morning e-mail came a proof for the cover of this book, the picture you’re holding now. I stared at it with that intense, free-form, aimless scrutiny that is specific and unique to authors regarding their books, as if they were the guts of some auspicious soothsaying chicken. Nobody judges a book by its cover as mercilessly or rigorously as the author. You may have noticed that it’s a big picture of me. It seems to convey something of the contents, which are mostly my opinions. So all things considered, I was quietly pleased with it, and I sat and wallowed in that peculiar, authorial cocktail of airy vanity and earthly doubt, when a voice from beyond the office door shouted—with the merest glint of restrained irritation—that I needed to go out and get some cash for the cleaner right now. So I saved my face and trudged down to the cash machine at the garage.


On the way back, as I invariably do, I stopped to look in the window of a secondhand bookshop. There was a nice copy of The Jungle Book, a first edition on thin paper with the original illustrations by Kipling’s father, and I thought I might get it. Beside it, another book caught my eye. There was something familiar. Something familiar and something wrong, like when the sergeant whispers, “It’s quiet, sir … far too quiet.”


The book was called Previous Convictions. It took a moment to catch up. Anyway, it did; it arrived all at once with a thud. I was looking at my book—already in a secondhand bookshop—except it wasn’t my book, because it didn’t have a big picture of me on it. It was a book with the same title as my book. And anyone who has ever written a book will know that finding a title is by far and away the hardest, most intellectually arduous, gutwrenching, nerve-fraying and tear-jerking part of authorship. A title can make a book, raise it above the sum of its content; or it can damn it, be the dead weight that draws brilliant prose down to unread obscurity. Brevity is so much harder than loquacity. I don’t know a writer who wouldn’t swap half a dozen chapters for a winning title.


There is a necromancy about titles, they are a dark art. When writers meet at literary festivals, in greenrooms and in the queue at Oddbins, what they ask each other nonchalantly, as if they were just being nice, is “What’s it called?” Not, what’s it about? What’s its view? Is writing it like gestating the kraken? And they’ll suck on the new title like a borrowed barley sugar.


There is no pain in the literary world as masochistically, self-despisingly painful as title envy. All authors have a secret list, a buried hoard of surefire, brilliant, memorable, posterity-guaranteeing titles—if only they could come up with the small inconvenience of a book to act as a plinth.


Only so many good-as-gold titles are allotted to a person of letters in an average lifetime, and Previous Convictions is one of mine. Or at least I thought it was mine. I stared at the usurping doppelgänger book and things got weirder. They couldn’t have been any weirder if I’d been wearing Dorothy’s red shoes. Not only had the past come to steal my title, but it was also for a collection of journalism. What are the odds on that? Not only was it a collection of journalism, but it was journalism from the Sunday Times; and not only was it from the Sunday Times, but from a critic on the Sunday Times. All of that was as naught on the international scale of weirdness, coincidence and serendipity, because the author was my father-in-law. Or would have been my father-in-law, briefly, if he’d lived to see me marry his daughter. Hand on my heart, I had never seen this book before.


So I called my editor. And after a long pause, he said, in a measured tone, like a physician trying to make the best of an X-ray with a shadow the size of a grapefruit on it, “Well, it isn’t necessarily a terminal problem. Not necessarily. I remember several years back there were three books published simultaneously all called Wish You Were Here. I seem to remember they did OK.” Well they may have done. Wish You Were Here is a terrible title. The three of them probably huddled together for comfort. The stark fact is I can’t plagiarize Cyril Connolly. “No, well, if you say so. But we do need a title pretty sharpish. Have you seen the cover? Nice picture of you.”


It was desperate. I was desperate and press-ganged titles like a mad recruiting sergeant. Pathetic, gimpy little things that couldn’t run away fast enough. A roll call of bumpkin puns and wise-boy glibs: Brought to Book; The Naked Eye; Written Off; As If. I rather fancied As If for ten minutes. Sunday Best; Nothing Personal; Critical Mass; Looking Daggers; Wit Sunday. Hopeless, all of them. In the first serious scuffle on the tables of Waterstone’s or on Amazon’s bloody field, they’d have collapsed and played dead. They all sounded remaindered.


So I did two things. I went and bought Cyril Connolly’s book and The Jungle Book, which is a very nice edition, and also a very good title. Kipling is very good on titles. A thousand coolies on a thousand typewriters could tap away for a century before coming up with Just So. The second thing I did was I called Cressida Connolly, who, for an exciting, youthful moment, had been the first Mrs. Gill, and I told her the story. And she laughed. And when I finished, she said, “But you simply must use the title.” No, I couldn’t. “You have to. It’s a very, very good title, and it’s perfect, and we should keep it in the family.” Really? “Really.” Really, really? “Really, really, really.”


There is no suspense at the end of this anecdote. You are holding the book. You already know how it begins, if not how it ends. So Previous Convictions, like the name of a ship, has been transferred from one barque to another. It carried Connolly’s collection of paper souls and now it carries mine. But I am only the captain for a season. If any other Connollys or Gills want a name for a sheaf of thoughts and opinions, they’re welcome to this one. We are, between us, an extended-titled family.


I read the original Previous Convictions and rediscovered what a supremely great critic Connolly was. The writing is precise and elegant, but never effete or pedantic. Rather muscly and exuberant, it fizzes and sings with enthusiasm. All memorable, worthwhile criticism grows out of enthusiasm. It can never be the schoolmaster’s dry marginalia or the collector’s pursed lip and raised brow; only if you love something can you be transported when it’s done beautifully, and infuriated when it’s made badly. Great criticism is cerebral and emotional. But it is the head that is the passenger and reads the map, and the heart that has the wheel.





Here









Glastonbury



What is it with hippies and fire? You only have to spark up a Zippo and four of them will come and stare contentedly into the flame. At Glastonbury they light up everywhere. In the field in front of the main stage while some deathless bit of old pop flotsam is offering his timeless classic in the middle of 300,000 swaying, wigged-out happy campers, you’ll trip over a little family of hippies, cross-legged in front of an improvised bonfire, watching the salamanders and phoenixes in the flames with their third eyes. I saw a bloke stroll down one of the festival’s makeshift ley-lines and just put a match to a pile of rubbish. It wasn’t so much an act of pyromania as the offering of a small prayer, the elemental, Promethean act of spiritual bollocks. In the age of nuclear fission and quantum physics, plasma screens and 3G cells, hippies can still look into a fire and see the meaning of life and the answer to everything.


So there I am, you see, seven sentences in, and I’ve started already with the hippy baiting. You just can’t help it; to know them is to mock them. What’s amazing is that they’ve lasted so long. At the bottom of the child-line of bullied pop trends, hippies are now in their third generation. Born in the mid-sixties into a blizzard of mockery, they’ve suffered, for forty years, the ridicule of almost everyone. They’ve tried rebranding as yippies, travelers, crusties, hairies, the tribe, the clan, eco-warriors, alternative health practitioners and outreach coordinating social workers. But we all know they’re just the same old hippies in a new shapeless jersey. And credit where credit’s due, what other useful fad or fashion has lasted as long? No one says, “Oh, you sad old teddy boy.” Your mods, rockers, suedeheads, soul boys, new romantics, Goths, punks and Bay City Rollerettes are now just embarrassing photographs and a ridiculous pair of shoes at the back of the wardrobe. Only hippies have transcended the natural life-span of their music and knitwear.


And if you sit down and think about them without sniggering, there’s a lot of hippy shit you quite like. Flower power became the green movement, and you quite like that. The don’t-work-just-feel-the-vibe-and-roll-a-spliff thing has its points, and as a weekend mini-break you’d rather make love than war. And you wouldn’t mind fathering a lot of blond kids from a number of surprisingly attractive and nonjudgmental free-spirited women who can bake. Actually, when you get right down to it, there’s a bit of you that would like to live in a tepee. Yes, there is. With some mates and Liv Tyler in August. It would be a laugh and you quite fancy having a go on those Celtic drums. (Obviously, you don’t want the Hoover-bag hair, the scabies, the compost sleeping bag, a mate called Bracken and a lurcher called Stephen.)


Perhaps we all need to get in touch with our inner hippies. Which is partially why I decided, finally, that it was time to go to Glastonbury. It’s funny, Glastonbury. It’s a secret password. Whisper it to gray men in offices, your accountant, your MEP, a hedge-fund analyst, and it’s likely a look of beatific remembrance will pass like a cloud over the sun and they’ll say, “Yes, I went once, years ago.” Glastonbury is a secret medieval heresy that’s remembered with hidden joy. “I was once a free-love hippy, Mott the Hoople acolyte and hand-painted chillum maker” is probably not what you want to hear from the merchant banker handling your corporate takeover. Actually, medieval heresy is the decorative theme of Glastonbury, which, by the way, means “place of woad,” or more exactly “place of the woad people.” Inside, the huge curtain wall of the temporary, self-governing state of Glastonbury is a reprise of the thirteenth century, or at least the “Jabberwocky” version of it, while outside the Black Death of progress tears up the earth and eats people. Getting into Glastonbury is about as easy as the Black Prince found getting into Calais.


Having made the decision to find my inner hippy at Glastonbury, I had to make a decision as to what sort of hippy I was looking for. Was it Swampy? Or Donovan? Or was it the Marquis of Bath? Over the years there’s been quite a variety of hippies. You could, if you so wished, hold a Eurovision Hippy Contest or a Hippy Olympics. I like to think of Glastonbury as Hippy Crufts, a walled, heretic, medieval Hippy Crufts. That just about gets the flavor.


I have an advantage in shopping for an inner hippy because this is my second go. I was there at the start. I’m a child of the sixties, albeit at school in rural Hertfordshire, which wasn’t exactly Woodstock or the Prague Spring or even Eel Pie Island. But we had the music and the hair and a bit of Red Leb and I know where my nascent, born-again hippy lurks. He’s a cross between Malcolm McDowell and William Blake with a dash of Jethro Tull. This is really the crux. I’m fifty this year. Glastonbury is the last act of my forties. Glastonbury is unfinished business now that I’m closer to an undertaker than I am to boarding school.


When I was a hippy first time round we used to say, never trust anyone over thirty (with shrill, clipped, upper-middle-class accents). Now I’m over fifty I’d add, never sleep in a tent over thirty. I’ll do Glastonbury but I’ll do Glastonbury Soft, Glastonbury Lite, which is why I’m sitting above the twenty-mile traffic jam in a Winnebago. Not for me the stews and refugee camps of windy canvas, the dank sleeping bag; a Winnebago is the way to go. You see, a mobile home is a great luxury, the stars’ accessory, the private box on nature unless—and this is a big unless—it actually is your home, in which case it’s trailer trash. Ours appears to be the main residence of the man who’s driving it. It has the mildly weird feeling of trying to hold a dinner party in a peculiarly strange man’s bedsit with him in the inglenook saying, “Don’t mind me.”


I’m traveling with my girlfriend. This will be the last year I’m able to say “girlfriend” without sounding utterly Alan Clark. I’m also taking Matthew, my personal photographer, another little luxury you can give yourself after forty-five (going to Books and sticking the things in the albums is such a bore), and Alice BB, who’s a dear and here because when I told her I was going, she became so overexcited I thought she just might rip off all her clothes and do floral finger-painting on her body. So I said she was welcome to tag along, as it was a sort of hippyish thing to say. She is still improbably buoyant, staring out of the window, squeaking like a spaniel going shooting.


Getting into Glastonbury is like crossing a particularly fraught border: there are thousands of policemen—or pigs, as I suppose I must go back to calling them, hundreds of cones and signs and labels, a Kafkaesque amount of paperwork and when you see the security fence marching across the country it’s a reminder that the price of freedom, to be a bit of an anarchist and a fire-worshiper, is a lot of razor wire and a bulk discount from Group Four.


We finally park in the private, behind-stage, Bands and VIPs field, which is like a pilot for a Channel 4 sitcom: Celebrity Trailer Trash. Over there is Kate Moss, the pinup sprite, the Bardot of postmodern Notting Hippydom. I go and find the press tent to get more passes and paperwork, and bump into Roland White, a man whose hidden hippy has probably been sold for medical research. He does my television column when I’m not there. I’m only introducing Roland as a walk-on here because he made one very clever observation and I don’t want him to think I’m stealing it. “Have you seen the tented village yet?” he asked. “Well, when you do, you’ll notice it’s become a tented suburb. Well, a number of suburbs. It’s rather John Betjeman; there are people laying out gardens and putting up carriage lamps.”


Inside the press tent the latest news is that no one’s managed to make it over the wall but security guards with dogs have apprehended ten people and they’re all Liverpudlian (the liggers, not the dogs). It’s like the punch line to a joke, isn’t it? “… And they were all Scousers.” The tickets are now £100 each so naturally, in a right-on, hippyish way, we’re all for people breaking in over the wire. But on the other hand we’re jolly pleased when they get caught. There’s a lot of nostalgia about Glastonbury: people who’ve been here every year since they did it without microphones say they miss the gangs of Hell’s Angels, the drug-dealers’ turf wars, the endemic thievery, the adulteration and overdoses, which just shows you can be nostalgic about anything.


The truth is that this alternative weekend nirvana all comes down to plumbing and waste management. There are armies of kids who’ve been given tickets in exchange for picking up rubbish, of which there is an extraordinary amount. But it’s bogs that are really the central leitmotif of Glastonbury. It’s all about one thing: colonic endurance. Can you go the full three days without going? Because the very thought is so nauseous, so utterly medieval, it makes a colostomy bag sound like a civilized option. There are plenty of loos laid out like back-to-back miners’ cottages. You can see the rows of feet in the morning, the whole-earth pasty shoe next to the Nike Airs, next to Doc Martens. That’s the thing that’s rarely mentioned about hippies—they’ve managed to achieve completely unisexual footwear but, my darling, the smell.


By the third morning it’s, well, it’s half a million turds and all the trimmings. There are horror stories of dropped stashes, of tripping and slipping, of horrible, horrible rectal explosions. But for me the most poignant, the most grisly, is the girl who told me she’d been putting off the call of nature for as long as sphincter-ally possible and until she was so comprehensively stoned and drunk she could face the drop. So at 2 AM she gingerly made her way to the pitch-black amenities block. Opening the door, she dropped her pants and with the tense precision of a Romanian gymnast, lowered her posterior over the open sewer. Something cold and clammy squidged between the cheeks of her buttocks and in a sudden dark, repulsive flash of third-eye insight she realized she was squatting on the point turtle’s head of the last occupant’s offering, which itself was the high peak of a mountain of shit that had risen like the devil’s soufflé from the bowl. She said her scream woke at least 4,000 people.


Glastonbury is all about plumbing, 100,000 sloppy bladders. I came across my goddaughter, Florence, a gamine French girl with the most beguiling look and syrupy accent. She’s an art student and therefore penniless, so she was here on a green ticket, her job to stop men peeing in the little river that runs through the site. In years past it has become so urically toxic that it’s cleared out all the animal and vegetable life for a couple of miles downstream. It’s also so pharmaceutically complex that frogs have been found copulating with mushrooms, and sheep lying on their backs baaing “Green, Green Grass of Home” in three-part harmony.


I asked Florence how it was going. “It’s going a lot. Zer are many, many very drunk boys and zey don’t listen. I say, ’No, no, put it away, you must not pee-pee, it will damage zee nature.’ But it is too late, and I am ’aving to jump.”


On that first night we walked out into the humming darkness and stood at the crossroads in an improvised street along a hedge under a stunted hawthorn. A cold moon gave everything the silvered look of an old photograph. Thousands of people walked past in the dark. As Alice said, it was like those films of city streets where all the car lights make long red-and-white streamers. Every single person who passed us was off their face. Not just a little tipsy, not a bit mellow, but utterly slaughtered, mullered, wrecked, legless, shit-faced, arseholed, fucked—deeply, deeply irretrievably fucked. They were like sleepwalking commuters. Faces would leer out of the dark, glassy-eyed, beatific. Occasionally the very undone would stand and rock before being taken up again by the stream of alternative humanity.


What made it all the more weird was that I was utterly, utterly straight. I was so chemical free you could have tattooed the Soil Association logo on my forehead. I have been straight since the Falklands, since before most of these kids could eat with a fork. It was a straightening feeling to know that I was the only person within a city mile who could, as the label says, safely operate heavy machinery.


But an even weirder thing happened and I still can’t really explain it. I never take notes. I trust my memory to edit out what’s not needed, and in a decade of reporting it’s never let me down until Glastonbury. As if in sympathy, as if by osmosis, it pressed the delete button and I have forgotten pretty much everything that happened. I can’t remember coherently, even less chronologically. I’ve looked at Matthew’s photographs and unarguably I’m in them. There I am in a pixie hat and a harlequin velvet coat. Where the fuck did they come from? It jogs only static. My memories of Glastonbury are like putting your head in the sea and staring at the bottom. It’s another medium, another world.


“You must remember free hugs,” said Alice. “That big man who was giving away free hugs, he gave you lots; and the banana shaman, the man dressed in a black bin liner with a banana skin.” No, but I do remember the girl standing in front of her crudded boyfriend, grooming him like an ape, delicately picking coke bogies out of his nose and eating them. And I remember standing at seven in the morning in the middle of tented suburbia, as the chill and full bladders woke the weekend hippies far too early, and the transcendent look of pain and nausea on their faces as they poked their heads out of their tents to confront a bright good morning. It was like a slap. I stood and watched it happen over and over again like open auditions for a silent movie. And I remember the lost boy in the middle of the night, fucked and buggered, stopping one in three to ask: “D’you know where my tent is?” What’s it look like? “It’s green.” Right, and is it near anything? “Yeah, yeah. [Excited] It’s next to another tent, a blue one.” Sorry, can’t help you, mate.


And I remember buying Florence a fairy ball gown so she could go to a late-night costume party that looked like an Otto Dix painting. And I remember the T-shirt stalls “Dead Women Don’t Say No” and “I am Spartacus”—I so wanted one of those. I wanted one that said, “I am the Eggman,” and I wanted to give Matthew one that said, “I am the Walrus.” And I remember the Welsh “Te A Tost” stall where the bloke said, “What you want is a feast, see? That’s two rounds with my Auntie Wendy’s marmalade and a cup of tea.” And that’s exactly what I did want. And it was a feast.


And I remember the nude wanker. Occasional nudity is respected at Glastonbury. It is the original flavor and spirit of nonviolent alternative protest, where hippies came from. Where would your flower power happening be without some flaxen-haired, clear-eyed child of the morning getting her tits out and flicking peace signs at the world? This one wasn’t exactly from central casting.


In front of the un-amplified folk gazebo where real, headshaking, lonely mandolin-pluckers and finger-in-ear, off-key whingers attracted a crowd of two or three delicate souls so hammered and wrung out that their heads had been turned into iPods, there was a lady who had been so carried away by a folk combo that she’d taken all her clothes off. Nothing wrong with that. She’d been so transported by the music she was moved to give herself a bit of a wank. Not a gentle, feel-good fingering, but the complete, top-of-the-range, brace-yourself-Doris, blurred-wrist seeing to. No, maybe not too much wrong with that either. But there’s an over-twenty-one age limit and it’s Glastonbury. The half dozen pigs walk round with blinkers on doing community relations funny-hat-wearing. Lord Lucan jacking up with Osama Bin Laden would have difficulty getting arrested here, but the trouble was that this wasn’t some buff, fit, pert hippy chick with flowers in her hair and plaited pubes. It was an old, fat, hideous, meat-faced nutter bagwoman and something had to be done on purely aesthetic grounds. She was putting the folk off their protest songs, and they were complaining.


Two large security guards spent a lot of time animatedly shouting into their walkie-talkies before gingerly approaching the frotting troll with rubber gloves and a blanket, the old trout desperately trying to finish off the full Meg Ryan while at the same time telling Securicor to fuck themselves, like what she was doing. And they danced around her trying to grab her wrists without getting the finger. I watched with bated breath on tenterhooks. Would they? Will they? And then one of them did. Gave me the punch line. “Oh, please, love. Come quietly.” Yes!


And I can remember the alternative health field, with every variety of absurd astral chakra voodoo hokum known to people under forty who’ve never been really ill. There were lots of circles for noddy-humming away cancer or drumming for a better back and world peace. But what I remember most was a bloke in the door of one tent doing utterly perfect yoga sun salutes. He must have been about my age and as supple as pollard willow. He drew an admiring crowd, they’d all tried a bit of yoga and they knew how difficult it is to link your fingers on the soles of your outstretched feet from a sitting position. But all I could think of was that in the time he’d learnt to do this, Tony Blair had gone from being in a band called Ugly Rumours to being Prime Minister, J. K. Rowling had become a billionaire and most of the blokes he was at school with had got careers, bought houses, had wives and kids, built things, made stuff, taken an interest. And in all that time he’d mastered the sun salute. I looked at him and I thought, “There but for the grace of God,” if I hadn’t fortuitously lost my inner hippy.


And, finally, what I remember is the tepee field. In hippy terms this is the dock at St. Tropez. Living in a tepee makes you traveler mega A-list royalty. This is having it all, in that it’s having hardly anything. The rest of us are just here rubbernecking in avaricious awe. The tepee field really does look like a glimpse into another world: hippy Jerusalem. And the dwellers go about their blessed daily chores with the sort of casual insouciance that comes from having been stared at a lot. The difference between these and the mega yachts of the South of France is that these aren’t hideous. These are the essential accessories of the willfully modest. There are a few ethnic blankets, a log or two, black pots hanging over state-of-the-art fires, a brace of shaggy, blond children in thirteenth-century jerkins and jelly-bean sandals, a couple of lurchers, a Merlin staff, and a tom-tom finishes off the look that makes the rest of us want to burn our central islands with breakfast bar and trash the Range Rover.


We know in our hearts that our Philippe Starck is stupid bollocks, the espresso machine and sorbetière dust and ashes in our mouths, the weight and vast amount of our stuff is a rock about our necks. It’s vacuous, unnecessary petty snobbery, a terrible indictment of our insecurity, our earthbound, hoarding dullness. We look at these soaring tents and the fragility of devoting our precious existence to things with plugs and keys. What do you give the man who has everything? A tepee and the opportunity to have nothing but his life back and some self-worth and maybe a dose of goodness and bravery. Bravery and goodness and nits. Bravery, goodness, nits and bad breath. Bravery, goodness, nits, bad breath and cold water with bits in, a bird with organic wilderness body hair and a shit in a shrub.


The tepee field was where I finally faced my inner hippy and found that he was wanting. He was wanting underfloor heating and dinner at the Wolseley. So that was Glastonbury as far as I can remember. I have this feeling it was a life-changing event. My life has a no-returns policy but I got a credit note. The girlfriend loved it; Matthew the snapper, I think, loved it; Alice BB adored it and for Florence the goddaughter it was just another weekend in that gilded time of your life. I have a picture of her in her dressing-up frock on my desk.


You will have noticed that I haven’t mentioned the music. Well, it was there, it’s the reason for Glastonbury but it’s really not the point. And that’s another good thing about the Winnebago. You can watch it on the telly.


I asked Nick Mason of Pink Floyd what he thought of Glastonbury. “Well, it’s like the English hajj, it’s going to Mecca.” And I reckon that’s pretty spot-on. Glastonbury’s a secular pilgrimage. Music and getting off our tits are the only things we all still believe in. Did you ever play there? I asked. “No, I don’t think we did.” Have you ever been? “Good grief, no,” he replied with a look of mild horror. This is a man who really, honestly, doesn’t know how many cars he owns to the nearest ten.








Britain



Britain is possibly the only place in the world where a blind man could join in a discussion on the countryside. Britain, and in particular the English part, is a country that exists on a parallel geography of words over the map of counties, villages and dales. This is a descriptive literary notion—there’s Hardy country and Brontë country; Austen, Gaskell, Thackeray and Chaucer country; Wordsworth, Coleridge, Betjeman, Marvell and Larkin all have little patches of country. There’s Jilly Cooper country, James Herriot country and Melvyn Bragg country. There’s also the metaphysical country of Blake and Tolkien, the Wesley, Wodehouse and Harry Potter countries.


Britain is a series of overlapping views, each as fixed and unchanging as the real places they took their life from are fugitive and changeable. This exhibition* also examines landscape as a reflection of the British character: the homely, reserved south; the imported romance and wilderness of the north; and the industrial and manufacturing landscapes of the Midlands. The landscape fades away but the image remains and, for many Britons, their countryside is primarily a descriptive place that they may never have visited and that nobody could possibly visit except page by page.


Whereas France and Italy are gastronomic landscapes and America is a journey, Britain is a country that is best seen by drawing the curtains, opening a book and never leaving the room. This makes Britons’ relationship with the real mud both deeply emotional and bizarrely disengaged at the same time. Their literary landscapes montage together and become a received image of their land, a rural place that is a collectively shared virtual nation. For instance, witness last year’s huge countryside debate and rallies. The concept and purpose of the country were being publicly questioned for the first time since the enclosures, and it struck a deep chord, particularly among the urban population, who have always had the most lushly romantic vision of the country and the least access to it. It’s in urban drawing rooms that most of these rural pictures will have ended up.


Pervasive and seductive pictures of Britain, whether the wa-tercolors of the Holland school, the woolly damp of Victorian north Wales, the rustic fat sheep of primitive pub signs or tourist-board calendars, are always illustrations of a wordy place. They evoke half-remembered stanzas, scenes from set books and Sunday TV adaptations.


The British have a utilitarian relationship with the pictures of their country. Whereas most European artists create images of symbolic landscapes to contain myths, saints and the metaphors of inner turmoil, Britons demand realistic pictures of an imagined place. The overriding sense of an English landscape painting is of a calm and pleasant land; even when the elements of natural energy—waterfalls, precipices and storm clouds—are present, they are all kept at a safe distance. It is as if we see the country through the window or from a train.


The British Isles in art are a safe and beautiful place that is both natural and ordered, aesthetically displayed and artlessly rustic. The technical realism and emotional understatement of the British landscape tradition are far more intellectually appealing than the Sturm und Drang or hysterical religiosity of much European landscape painting. It also suits the English reserve. We like this remembered place of equilibrium and quiet voices, of lyric poetry and rural plots. It catches the throat and pricks the eye; it is the brochure advertising a BUPA-private patriotism. And most Britons like it far more than the real thing. It’s good to be reminded that the corner of a foreign field that is forever England is actually paper and ink.








Father



It’s got him and it’s slowly, capriciously losing him, rubbing him out so that in the end all that will be left is the whine of dementia and a hieroglyph that looks like him. It has a bleak trendiness, Alzheimer’s: old Ronnie Reagan had it, Iris Murdoch’s has been turned into a book and a film, no doubt somewhere there’s the T-shirt.


I know how it works. I’ve seen it before. We’ve all seen it before, some grandparent, husband, friend, father. It begins with a misplaced word—so easy to lose a word, we all do it. But as it goes on, language escapes, there’s a hole in the vocabulary, memories slip away or take on new significance. So much of the familiar furniture of life vanishes or is rearranged, but there’s a growing confusion and often panic. At this point someone—a spouse, a child, a friend—has to make the choice to go to a doctor to confirm what they already secretly know. That’s the big decision, because there’s a world of difference between dementia and dottiness. Eccentric is an anecdote; Alzheimer’s is a sentence. Or, as my dad puts it, “You know I’ve got that terrible illness, what’s its name?”


I’ve been trying to remember my first memory of him and, you know, I can’t—he’s always been there. But one keeps coming back. I must have been about eleven. He’s taken us to Venice for a day. Venice was my dad’s version of Disneyland. It’s getting late, it’s hot, we’re lost but there’s one last thing he has to show me. I’ve had enough, I want an ice cream and a go in a gondola. He’s irritated, I’m bolshie. We walk around the corner and there it is, there’s Verrocchio’s condottiere, and I burst into tears, just bowled over, thumped in the soul by art. It’s only happened to me twice, both times with my dad. The other was the bronze blind Zeus in Athens. Anyway, he hands me his handkerchief and makes the condottiere live and Verrocchio live and it’s one of the best moments of my life.


That’s it. The handkerchief, that’s my first memory of my father: he always carried a handkerchief. It smelt of pipe tobacco.


We didn’t really do outside. Never did that father-son thing with rods and rackets, oars or balls. He never taught me to take a penalty or bowl a googly. We stayed in. In museums, galleries, palaces, castles, ruins, anywhere that had a story. He was the best storyteller. Only later did I realize how amazingly capacious his knowledge was and what a rare and winning gift his ability to impart it. When I first went to school it was a surprise to discover I already knew all the Greek and Norse mythology and a fair chunk of classical history.


Books were our thing. All my adult life, whenever he visited, first thing he’d go to the bookshelves, searching for pilfered strays. He was never a best friend or a mate. I’ve had lots of friends and mates. He’s the only father I’ll ever have. We didn’t do pubs or garden sheds; we just talked and talked and talked. Always in the deep end.


He’s eighty this year, born an only, sickly child of first-generation middle-class parents. He was in RAF intelligence during the war and the occupation of Germany after, read philosophy at Edinburgh—the first member of his family to go to university—became a journalist on The Scotsman and then the Observer, joined the BBC. Made more than 1,000 art documentaries, filmed Giacometti and Bacon, worked with David Sylvester, John Berger and Kenneth Clark, coproducing and directing Civilisation. He made a funny, short 1960s movie that went to Cannes, wrote a clever, idiosyncratic book on the nude in art. Married twice, had three children, four grandchildren and along the way became the widest- and farthest-traveled man I know.


He is a man of his time, that wartime generation of cerebral socialists, instinctive modernists who wanted to build a new Jerusalem on the bomb site of the old world using culture, information and intelligence as their pick, shovel and brick. The last unapologetic intellectuals.


I wouldn’t be telling you any of this if something hadn’t happened. Prosaically, it came via Age Concern, the Kensington branch. There, a chap called David Clegg has instigated a program of getting artists to work with the Alzheimered. It isn’t art therapy—nothing is as humiliating and demeaning as getting people who have led extraordinary lives to end up coloring in for their own good. This is a collaboration to create a work out of the fractured memory and circular obsessions of dementia.


For some time now Becky Shaw has been visiting Daddy once a week, and together they’re creating something. It’s meant an enormous amount to him; he’s excited by it, and it’s so rare to hear of anything positive about our collective treatment of the old, so I went to sit in on a session. I don’t know what I expected: stuff about the war, his school days, family things, the shards of life.


When I get there he’s sitting on a sofa. In front of him, as ever, there’s a scatter of books. He picks one up—H. G. Wells’s A Short History of the World. We slip into the familiar chat, “good on the League of Nations and prehistory, not so good in between.” Every time Daddy comes to a pothole in a sentence he pauses, concentrates and searches vainly for the word: “I can’t remember … words.”


Shaw arrives with large, chaotic rolls of papers. “I thought you’d like to see what we’ve done.” She starts laying down the sheets; the corners flick up and curl. They are densely written with catches of conversation color-coded and linked by a road map of lines and circles and arrows to make connections to underline repeated themes. There are collaged images from photographs and postcards, rough line drawings; things are crossed out and new bits imposed and stuck on. The rolls spill out over the floor. Daddy looks at them with a beneficent smile. They are opaquely complex, like a mad family tree or alchemistic experiment.


What I can see is that he’s been talking an awful lot about prehistoric shamanism and the relevance to early religions of domesticated animals. There’s a page of ancient horses. “It’s strange,” says Daddy, “that the horse never became a god: it’s the most important and … of all the tamed animals but it was never made a god. I wonder why.”


There’s miles of it, this stuff about fertility symbols and the role of the Earth goddess—then a Mitchell bomber his squadron flew and the Makonde figure he brought back from Tanzania, a photograph of his father.


“What are you going to do with all this; how do you edit it into something coherent?” I ask Shaw.


“Well, I think I’m going to make a museum of your father, a model for a museum with all these impossible corridors, some that connect and some that don’t. An architect’s model that could never be built.”


Daddy smiles and nods. It couldn’t be more appropriate, more right. He is like a curator of a collection that’s been sacked by the philistines. He’s trying to rescue the objects and memories of a lifetime while the vandals next door rip up the photograph album and smash the furniture. Not just appropriate but awfully poignant.


What strikes me as memorable about this project is that it could only be done with people who are clinging to the wreckage. It’s not one of those pitifully hearty bits of do-goodery that pretend to allow the physically or mentally compromised some manqué padded version of the able word. Shaw says she reckons the input is 50-50: half hers, half Daddy’s. So you’re not just being an amanuensis? “I’m sorry,” she says, “I don’t know what that word means.”


Conversations with Daddy are like talking to someone who can travel through walls. In the middle of a sentence, he can be somewhere else. I have to open empirical, rational doors to follow him. He elides through time and subjects in a way that logic and language prevent me from doing. It’s a sort of itinerant freedom. He’s still lucid and connected enough for an afternoon spent with him to be funny and emotional and stimulating and real. All this stuff about the prehistory and origins of belief, the theories and suppositions based on ancient ruins and rescued fragments, is inescapably a metaphor, as have been all the conversations we’ve ever had about history, aesthetics and culture. This was our playing field, the language we used to be together. They were the words between words.


After Shaw leaves I suggest we go for a walk. His face clouds. “Well, maybe not, I’d rather not, I’m frightened,” he says in a quite matter-of-fact way, as if the fear were just another vandal in another room. But reassured that someone will be here when he gets back, my stepmother gives him a clean handkerchief and we stroll round Holland Park. He used to bring me here as a child. “I can’t have keys now, you know; I lose them.… Are you going to get another dog?” I haven’t had a dog for a decade. “She’s nice, Becky, isn’t she? I think the work might be, might be …”


We go and sit in the flower garden and I mention how morbid benches are; always dedicated to the dead. It’s like sitting on graves. I ask if he’d like a bench here. He laughs. “No, no. They might put me next to someone I hate. I might get Deirdre Lawrence.” I’ve no idea who she was, a name snatched from another room.


There is a late-autumnal feeling to our time together now. It’s the long walk back to the pavilion. We haven’t always made each other’s lives easy. I was a tedious and irritatingly difficult son; he could be dismissive and short-tempered. But that’s all gone now; there are no more positions to defend, points to be scored, no more competition. Along with everything else, Alzheimer’s has washed away the friction of expectation, leaving us with just this moment. Fathers and sons are an endlessly retraced journey for all men—it is one of the great themes of our lives. For a time every man is a hero to his son and I can catch again something Homeric in Daddy’s last lost battle. This slow parting is sad and precious. We have this moment and we’ve managed to say everything that needs to be said.


Look, I don’t want this to sound like a happy ending, some bittersweet violin sob of new-age closure. There is nothing good to say about Alzheimer’s. It robs families. It robs the sufferers of themselves. It makes thankless, unremitting demands on those who have to stay and care. The process of loss and grieving is unnaturally mixed with the humbling mechanics of maintenance. Not only will we lose him, but he will lose us. Soon I won’t be in any of the rooms at all.





Son



My boy Alasdair got himself confirmed a couple of weeks ago. Afterward, we had dinner—godparents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, the Holy Ghost. It was very nice. For me, the nicest bit was sitting with Ali and my dad. We rarely do. Daddy’s Alzheimer’s is drawing down the blinds. But it was one of those moments when I didn’t feel that my life was heaving and wallowing under my feet, like a tug in a gale. For a moment, it was calm and secure and safe. There was me, my boy and my dad. I’m not a great believer in all that hereditary stuff—the nastiness of blood and bone. It’s stifling and prescriptive and morally and socially imbecilic, though I look at my father and see how similar we are. But then, that’s down to nurture and enthusiasms.


Then I look at Ali, just eleven years old, and he seems so completely his own chap: a product of his own endeavors, fears, excitements and stubbornness. I can’t even get him to sit up straight, so there’s not much hope of imparting the collective id and wisdom of a hundred generations of Gillness.


He’s a thoughtful, sideways-looking boy, and I’m aware that I don’t know the half of him. Fathers and sons are a generically sentimentalized relationship. Mothers and sons, fathers and daughters, come with baggage and connotations. But dads and their lads are as simple as beer and skittles, a lump in the throat, viciously exploited by the advertisers of watches and life insurance.


When you become a parent, the one thing you realize all children have over their fathers is that only fathers remember a time before children. Their arrival is so joyously cataclysmic, comes with such a helium-filled weight of responsibility, that you never quite get over the awe and the shock. But for Ali, I’m just part of the landscape. There was never a time before Dad.


It’s difficult to know what to give an eleven-year-old for his confirmation. I got him lead soldiers. It’s something the three of us share: my father gave me his, and they’ve been passed on to Ali. It’s our one small acquiescence to primogeniture and ancestral property. I gave him a little model of a wartime RAF officer. It could have been his grandfather. The three of us looked at the little blue man, and I realized it was the family equivalent of the Schleswig-Holstein question. Ali didn’t know who it was, Daddy had forgotten who it was; it meant something only to me.


But what does he think about having me as his dad? He was at his grandparents’. I rang to ask him.


Hello, Ali.


Hi, Dad.


If you had a choice between half a dad and three dads, which would it be?


Three dads. I don’t want half a dad.


What’s the most embarrassing thing I’ve ever done?


Once you took me out for a walk. You were wearing some kilt thing. Pretty embarrassing.


What do you think of the car [a bright yellow Bentley with blacked-out pimp’s windows that I bought specifically to embarrass the children]? Don’t you mind being dropped off at school in it?


It’s a weird color, but it’s funky. I like being taken to school in it.


If you could have any car, what would it be?


A Lotus or Ferrari.


What’s your earliest memory of me?


You lifting me up and throwing me toward the ceiling. It was really, really frightening.


Oh, I’m sorry.


No, it’s a nice memory; that nice scariness.


What’s the capital of Argentina?


A.


A what?


A. Just A.


No, Ali. A what?


A is the capital of Argentina.


[Pause for laughter.]


Which bit of sex education didn’t you understand and have been too embarrassed to ask about?


I’m not embarrassed by any of it. I understand it all. Well, perhaps it’s a little bit embarrassing.


Why do you think they make flavored condoms?


What?! You’re having a laugh. They don’t do that, do they?


They do.


We haven’t got to that bit yet. Teacher hasn’t said, “Here’s a Coca-Cola-flavored one.” Why do they make them?


To be quite frank, Ali, I’ve no idea. Do you have names for them? Do you call them rubber johnnies?


[Hoots with laughter] Rubber Johnny—what’s that?


Who’s the prime minister?


Tony Blair.


… of India?


[Quick as a heartbeat] Chief.


Oh, like an Indian chief. How’s the dyslexia going? [We’re both dyslexic.]


Fine.


No, really, how are you coping?


Fine. Fine, Dad. It’s okay.


No, come on, Ali, tell me.


It’s fine. I get to miss French.


You haven’t really read all the Harry Potter books, have you?


Really, I have, but not the fifth one. I’m reading The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time now.


What are the twenty best things about your father?


He’s funny, he has rubbish comebacks and, um, eighteen weeks’ pocket money.


And the one bad thing?


Your style, Dad. It’s crap. You may be the eighth-best-dressed man in Britain, but Robbie Williams beat you.


Isn’t there one thing in my wardrobe that you want me to leave you?


Er, the velvet smoking jacket.


You big poof.


Da-ad!


Do you think you’d like to be a father?


Yeah, I suppose so.


If you could only have one child, would it be a boy, a girl or a Jack Russell?


Jack Russell.


What’s the worst row we’ve ever had?


About cutting off my mullet [cost me £20 in bribes].


What would you change about your life?


My sister.


What are you most looking forward to about growing up?


A driving license.


What, more than testicles?


Da-ad!


Okay, which is better: popular or famous?


Famous. I’d buy some friends.


Handsome or clever?


Handsome.


Good dancer, good footballer?


Good footballer.


Smelly breath, smelly feet?


Feet.


You manage to do both.


Da-ad!


Snails or frog’s legs?


Frog’s legs.


What’s more frightening: geography exam or sleeping with the lights off?


Geography exam. I’m totally over having to have the lights on anymore.


If you could change one thing about you and me, what would it be?


Nothing.


Really?


Nothing, Dad.


And if you could keep one thing the same forever?


My family.


That’s disgustingly sentimental, Ali.


Okay—the dog.


So how’s it going so far?


Good, I like my life. It’s a standard life.


All right, Ali, thanks.


Love you, Dad.


Love you, Ali. Love to your sister.


Yeah, right.








Golf



I


Golf: a game invented by the Scots to prove to the world what the English are really like. It seems almost unnecessary, de trop, to have to list all that is repellent about golf. It’s like having to explain why eating people is wrong. But let’s do it anyway. Actually, let’s compare golf with cannibalism.


In the left-hand column, what’s wrong with golf? It ruins tracts of perfectly nice land and small country hotels. It is, by its very nature, the bottom-line benchmark of tastelessness and naff. In fact, “naff’ is a synonym for “golf.” It is also overtly racist and classridden, groundlessly snobbish and humiliatingly sexist. Golf is the standard-bearer and pimp for the worst types of gratuitously wasteful capitalism and conspicuous consumption. Golf is wrist-gnawingly tedious to watch and disemboweling to listen to. It makes widows of decent women and de facto orphans of blameless children. And it fucks up baggage carousels. Golf is a fundamentally stupid game.


Now the right-hand column: what’s wrong with cannibalism? Tough hamburgers; it makes you a bad neighbor; and Gordon Ramsay would be properly frightening. On paper, then, golf is worse than eating strangers.


The really evil thing about golf is that golfers aren’t born, they’re made. It’s the game that takes perfectly decent people and turns them into fascist, racist, misogynistic, viciously cringing arselickers, in 40 percent nylon. Golf courses don’t attract wankers, they turn straight-up blokes into wankers, or Englishmen, as they’re internationally known. Nothing is so utterly and completely plainly the exposed soul of England as golf. And like most English things, it was invented by someone else. Us Scots. Some heretics try to make a pathetic case for it being Dutch, because the word bears a passing resemblance to kolf— middle-Dutch for a bat. Actually, the origin of the word is lost in the mists of the lowlands, but in the beginning, we know it was called gouff. I’m not making this up. And to me it will always be gouff.


The utterly up-yourself English pretension of pronouncing it “goff” was—and I’m not making this up, either—an attempt to say “golf” with a Scottish accent. How pathetic is that? And how many sorry Sassenach tossers still go out on the first tee and do Sean Connery impressions? “My game, I think, Mr. Blofeld.” My nine iron shoved up your colon, I think, Mr. Impotent Wife-Left Loathed-By-Kids No-Mates Sad-Fuck.


Golf courses were built round the globe by Scots engineers, soldiers, doctors and missionaries. They laid them out as ambushes for the English, and just to prove how stupid and unobservant they were, the Scots stuck flags in them, but the gits fell for it anyway, then built clubhouses that wouldn’t let women in except on alternate Wednesdays and for dinner dances, and then only if they were accompanied by a male member. Whole new nations learned why they should loathe the English. The Scots crept away sniggering to teach the locals how to play rugby so that they could really cripple the bastards.


All my life, if you had asked me to make three declarations of faith, a trinity of Gillishness, one of them would always have been: I am not a golfer. I prided myself on being, in a metaphysical sense, an anti-golfer. That was until now. You know where all this is leading. As I have grown up, or at least older, I’ve seen my friends, fellow travelers, slide off the path of good taste to knock balls across fields. With apologetic shrugs, they’ve stopped being us and gone over to them.


Golf isn’t simply an embarrassing part-time reaction, like co-lonic irrigation or going lap-dancing; it’s a life-changer, a barren religion bereft of theology. I suspect it may change people at a molecular level. “Keen” and “enthusiastic” are not words that you can apply to golfers. “Deranged” and “psychotic” are. Let me relay a conversation between two ex-friends I heard just last week.


First golfer (wistfully): “You’ve stopped playing, haven’t you?”


Second golfer: “Yes, you know I only get the kids at weekends, so it was either them or having a round. [Pause, sharp intake of breath.] I had to stop.”
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*A Picture of Britain, Tate Britain, 2005.
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