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  For S.K., whose year this is.




  





  1965 TIMELINE




  

    

      	

        1 January:


      



      	   



      	

        Timothy Leary publishes The Psychedelic Reader.


      

    




    

      	

        4 January:


      



      	   



      	

        T. S. Eliot dies.


      

    




    

      	

        7 January:


      



      	   



      	

        The Kray twins are arrested.


      

    




    

      	

        9 January:


      



      	   



      	

        Not Only . . . But Also begins on BBC television.


      

    




    

      	

        10 January:


      



      	   



      	

        The Observer announces that George Melly is to be its pop culture critic.


      

    




    

      	

        24 January:


      



      	   



      	

        Winston Churchill dies; his funeral takes place a week later on 30 January.


      

    




    

      	

        4 February:


      



      	   



      	

        Confederation of British Industry founded.


      

    




    

      	

        6 February:


      



      	   



      	

        Five days after his fiftieth birthday, Sir Stanley Matthews plays his last game of First Division football. He will be knighted later in the year.


      

    




    

      	

        14 February:


      



      	   



      	

        The millionth Mini rolls off the production line.


      

    




    

      	

        16 February:


      



      	   



      	

        The second Beeching Report suggests the closure of all but the most mainline train services in Britain.


      

    




    

      	

        20 February:


      



      	   



      	

        Ranger lands on the moon.


      

    




    

      	

        23 February:


      



      	   



      	

        Bridget Riley, Gerald Laing and Peter Phillips take the New York art world by storm.


      

    




    

      	

        24 February:


      



      	   



      	

        Jennie Lee boosts government spending on the arts, saying she wants a ‘gayer, more cultivated Britain’.


      

    




    

      	

        9 March:


      



      	   



      	

        After twelve years’ work, John Fowles finally completes his second novel to be published, The Magus.


      

    




    

      	

        11 March:


      



      	   



      	

        Sylvia Plath’s Ariel is published posthumously.


      

    




    

      	

        15 March:


      



      	   



      	

        Hugh Casson’s new brutalist Elephant House opens at London Zoo.


      

    




    

      	

        18 March:


      



      	   



      	

        Aleksei Leonov, on board Voskhod 2, becomes the first man to walk in space.


      

    




    

      	

        1 April:


      



      	   



      	

        Ian Fleming’s final James Bond novel, The Man With the Golden Gun, is published.


      

    




    

      	

        4 April:


      



      	   



      	

        Early Bird satellite, which allows Europeans instant contact with America, launched. (It becomes operational in June.)


      

    




    

      	

        9 April:


      



      	   



      	

        The Beatles’ ‘Ticket to Ride’/‘Yes It Is’ released.


      

    




    

      	

        23 April:


      



      	   



      	

        The Pennine Way opens.


      

    




    

      	

        1 May:


      



      	   



      	

        Albert Johanneson is the first black man to play in an FA Cup Final.


      

    




    

      	

        27 May:


      



      	   



      	

        Kingsley Amis publishes The James Bond Dossier.


      

    




    

      	

        May:


      



      	   



      	

        Ruth Rendell’s second novel, To Fear a Painted Devil, serves notice she will be a serious writer.


      

    




    

      	

        May:


      



      	   



      	

        Bob Dylan, touring the UK and staying in London, invents the pop video with his Subterranean Homesick Blues.


      

    




    

      	

        June:


      



      	   



      	

        R. D. Laing turns Kingsley Hall in London’s East End into a centre for radical experiments in therapy.


      

    




    

      	

        3 June:


      



      	   



      	

        Harold Pinter’s The Homecoming opens at the Aldwych Theatre.


      

    




    

      	

        3 June:


      



      	   



      	

        Gemini 4 astronaut Edward Higgins White becomes the first American to walk in space.


      

    




    

      	

        16 June:


      



      	   



      	

        Richard Lester’s The Knack premieres.


      

    




    

      	

        18 June:


      



      	   



      	

        John le Carré publishes The Looking Glass War.


      

    




    

      	

        June:


      



      	   



      	

        Drink-driving law inaugurated.


      

    




    

      	

        19 June:


      



      	   



      	

        The Beat poets congregate at the Royal Albert Hall, marking the formal birth of the literary underground.


      

    




    

      	

        7 July:


      



      	   



      	

        Tomorrow’s World, which will be the BBC’s long-running technological magazine show, airs for the first time.


      

    




    

      	

        12 July:


      



      	   



      	

        Education Secretary Tony Crosland issues Circular 10/65 designed to ‘eliminate separatism in secondary education’.


      

    




    

      	

        15 July:


      



      	   



      	

        Leonard Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms debuts.


      

    




    

      	

        20 July:


      



      	   



      	

        Bob Dylan releases ‘Like a Rolling Stone’, the longest single yet heard.


      

    




    

      	

        22 July:


      



      	   



      	

        Johnny Speight’s Till Death Us Do Part debuts on the BBC.


      

    




    

      	

        25 July:


      



      	   



      	

        Dylan goes electric.


      

    




    

      	

        27 July:


      



      	   



      	

        Edward Heath, a grammar school educated MP, is elected leader of the Tory Party.


      

    




    

      	

        1 August:


      



      	   



      	

        Television advertisements for cigarettes are banned.


      

    




    

      	

        12 August:


      



      	   



      	

        Barrister Elizabeth Lane becomes the first woman to be appointed to the High Court.


      

    




    

      	

        20 August:


      



      	   



      	

        The Rolling Stones release ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ in Britain.


      

    




    

      	

        23 August:


      



      	   



      	

        Doctor Who and the Daleks opens at cinemas.


      

    




    

      	

        28 August:


      



      	   



      	

        Robert Moog’s electronic synthesiser is heard live for the first time in an afternoon concert of musique concrete.


      

    




    

      	

        August:


      



      	   



      	

        The Confederation of British Industry is formally opened for business. The Wilson government immediately agrees to its plea for Britain to go metric. (Nothing much happens

        on this front until, well, nothing has happened, actually.)


      

    




    

      	

        11 September:


      



      	   



      	

        Construction starts on the first Concorde airframe in Bristol.


      

    




    

      	

        September:


      



      	   



      	

        Ralph Nader publishes Unsafe at Any Speed, a critique of the motor industry.


      

    




    

      	

        September:


      



      	   



      	

        Evelyn Waugh publishes his Sword of Honour trilogy.


      

    




    

      	

        1 October:


      



      	   



      	

        Thunderbirds begins on ITV


      

    




    

      	

        2 October:


      



      	   



      	

        Season 4 of The Avengers begins on ITV.


      

    




    

      	

        6 October:


      



      	   



      	

        Ian Brady is arrested for murder.


      

    




    

      	

        8 October:


      



      	   



      	

        The Post Office Tower opens to the public.


      

    




    

      	

        14 October:


      



      	   



      	

        Muriel Spark’s The Mandelbaum Gate is published.


      

    




    

      	

        16 October:


      



      	   



      	

        The Beatles are awarded MBEs at Buckingham Palace.


      

    




    

      	

        3 November:


      



      	   



      	

        Edward Bond’s Saved opens at the Royal Court Theatre.


      

    




    

      	

        3 November:


      



      	   



      	

        Ken Loach’s original television version of Up the Junction is broadcast.


      

    




    

      	

        8 November:


      



      	   



      	

        The death penalty is abolished.


      

    




    

      	

        13 November:


      



      	   



      	

        Kenneth Tynan says ‘fuck’ on live television.


      

    




    

      	

        21 November:


      



      	   



      	

        David Bailey’s Box of Pin-Ups is published.


      

    




    

      	

        29 November:


      



      	   



      	

        Mary Whitehouse founds the National Viewers and Listeners Association.


      

    




    

      	

        November:


      



      	   



      	

        Allen Ginsberg publishes ‘How to Make a March/Spectacle’, in which he argues for flower power.


      

    




    

      	

        3 December:


      



      	   



      	

        The Beatles’ Rubber Soul is released.


      

    




    

      	

        8 December:


      



      	   



      	

        Dennis Potter’s Stand Up, Nigel Barton is broadcast.


      

    




    

      	

        8 December:


      



      	   



      	

        First Race Relations Act comes into force.


      

    




    

      	

        22 December:


      



      	   



      	

        70 mph speed limit introduced on British roads.


      

    




    

      	

        23 December:


      



      	   



      	

        Harold Wilson appoints Roy Jenkins Home Secretary. He immediately bans the flogging of prisoners – the first of many pieces of legislation that will engender what is

        called the ‘permissive society’.


      

    


  




  





  
INTRODUCTION




  

    

      

        ‘Great cultural changes begin in affectation and end in routine.’




        Jacques Barzun, The House of Intellect


      


    


  




  It was the year that Britain got up to speed with the supersonic age (not to mention metrication), the year that we went car crazy – and the

  year in which craziness was held to be the only sane reaction to an insane society. It was the year comedians and television shows and rock bands imported the aesthetics of the avant garde into

  their work, and the year that pop culture came to be taken as seriously as high art. It was the year that communications across the Atlantic became instantaneous, and the year when, for the first

  time in a century, British artists took American galleries by storm. It was the year that the grandees of the political elite realised they were too grand for their own good, the year feminism went

  mainstream, the year censorship was sin-binned, the year taboos were both talked up and trashed. It was the year when everything changed – and the year that everyone knew it.




  We are talking of 1965, the year the old Britain died and the new Britain was born. Because 1965 planted bomb after bomb under the hidebound, stick-in-the-mud, living-on-past-glories Britain

  that preceded it – and gave us the country we live in today. Everywhere you looked, from the House of Commons to the school common room, from the recording studio to the television screen, from the railways to the rear-view mirror, from the inner space of the tortured mind to the outer space of the moon, the country was (as Bob Dylan put it that year)

  ‘busy being born’. Change wasn’t just in the air – it was the air, the air everyone breathed all day long.




  ‘We all dressed up,’ the melodramatically cynical John Lennon once said of the 1960s, but ‘nothing happened’.1 The

  photographer David Bailey wasn’t even sure about the numbers. The sixties, he claimed, were ‘great for 2000 people living in London, a very elitist thing, a naïve kind of attitude

  before the accountants took over’.2 Picking up and running with this revisionist baton, the historian Dominic Sandbrook has argued that though

  during the sixties a ‘small group of affluent, self-confident young people . . . welcomed change, millions of others clung firmly to what they knew and loved’.3 You could say pretty much the same thing about the Russian Revolution, of course. Yet who would claim that the communist Russia of 1926 was the same place as the Tsarist

  autocracy of 1916? So too with Britain in the sixties. Of course not everyone was a psychedelic painter or pop-star poet. Nor were many people actively involved in the counterculture (that balmy

  cocktail of New Left Marxism, Eastern mysticism, Left Bank existentialism and whatever drugs you could lay your hands on) that burgeoned in 1965. But for good or ill, those who were involved were

  the advance guard of a new sensibility, and the reverberations of what they made happen that year were heard and felt by everyone in the country. We all of us live lives that are shaped and

  structured by the changes that took place that year. You can hymn or hate those changes, but you can’t deny that they took place. There is Britain before 1965 and Britain after 1965, and they

  are not the same thing.




  Culturally, the year was a time of innovatory tumult. This was the year that the great British public finally got to grips with the modernist project of the preceding hundred years, the year

  when everyone from comedians to pop singers, from TV writers to film directors, began to admit to the constructed nature of their imaginary worlds and got self-conscious with

  their artistry. What Bertolt Brecht had called the ‘Fourth Wall’ – the imaginary barrier that separated audiences from actors in the theatre – came tumbling down. The star

  of a mainstream movie melodrama turned to the camera to address the viewer directly. The nightmare visions of surrealism were rendered suburban and domestic. Writers of putatively action-packed

  espionage novels repeatedly tried to show that their imaginary thrills and spills not only bore no relation to the workings of the real world, but actually existed in order to disguise what was

  really going on. On the musical front, the Rolling Stones’ ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ sexed up the top 20, Dusty Springfield popularised black music in the BBC’s

  hitherto middle-of-the-road Saturday night variety slot, Bob Dylan abandoned protest for pop as he travelled the UK on a controversial tour, Robert Moog invented the future of rock with his

  electronic synthesiser, and the Beatles came of age as songwriters with the LSD-inspired Rubber Soul.




  But LSD was everywhere in 1965. It’s biggest advocate was the radical psychiatrist R. D. Laing who that year set up an experimental community in London’s East End, in which patients

  and therapists lived together with the aim of exploring the landscapes of schizophrenia. The writer John Fowles was on similar terrain in The Magus, a novel of existential abreaction that

  dumped a stiff-upper-lipped Englishman straight out of central casting for Victorian Britain into a paranoid, erotic nightmare. (Novels might otherwise be thought conspicuous by their comparative

  absence from this book. The reason is twofold. First, not much of the fiction published here in 1965 has really stood the test of time.1 Second – perhaps as a corollary, perhaps as a symptom – this is the year that Britain’s once largely literary culture made way for one in which cinema and television

  and song became the dominant media for the telling of stories. Young people in the sixties weren’t great readers – though they might seem so by comparison with their counterparts today

  – largely because the baby boomers were the first generation to have been raised in what Robert Hughes once called the ‘amniotic glare’4 of television.)




  But do the sixties genuinely exist? Can we really demarcate one decade from another, one year from another? Or is history, like time itself, a continuum in which change never happens because

  change is all that ever happens? Perhaps, but it doesn’t feel like that to us. It doesn’t feel like that because whether or not time exists, we ourselves exist only as temporal beings.

  And even though time itself is a human construct, it is precisely because of its constructed nature that it matters so much to us. Years, decades, quarter-centuries, half-centuries – such are

  the periodic structures that we use to make sense of our lives. And how else to make sense of Britain today than to see the sixties as the pivotal decade in the twentieth century – the decade

  you have to understand in order to have an inkling of where we are today.




  Why 1965? Simply because it was the pivotal year in that pivotal decade. For all the envy you might feel at having missed out on 1967’s Summer of Love, for all the trouble-tastic talk of

  May 1968, the events of those years can’t begin to compete with 1965 for the variety of concrete changes they brought to the way the average life was lived in Britain. Moreover, 1965

  is the hinge year in the now commonly accepted historical bracket of the so-called ‘long sixties’. It falls precisely midway through the eighteen-year period that begins in 1956 with

  the Suez Crisis and the opening of John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, and ends in 1973 with the Yom Kippur War and the massive hike in the price of oil and David Bowie’s

  Aladdin Sane. Add in the fact that 1965 was the year that the first baby boomers came of age and became eligible to vote (the age being twenty-one back then) and it is

  plain that this is the year around which the cultural revolution of the sixties turned.




  Given the accession of all those baby boomers to the electoral arena it should hardly come as a surprise that there was political change in 1965, too. This was the year that the

  aristocrat-dominated Conservative Party chose the grammar school educated son of a Kentish carpenter, Edward Heath, to be its first non-blue-blooded leader. At the very same moment, Harold

  Wilson’s Labour government set about dismantling the heavily demarcated, tripartite structure of post-war education, replacing it with the non-selective comprehensive system. The death

  penalty was finally abolished that year, too, and when Roy Jenkins was appointed Home Secretary in December 1965 he immediately let it be known that he would be refusing to sign birching orders for

  prisoners – the first step, he said, in his plan to civilise what he considered a brutish culture. Over the next two years he would become the chief architect of the ‘permissive’

  society we still inhabit, with liberalising legislation on homosexuality, divorce, abortion, race and censorship.




  There was something a little permissive about the job market, too. In 1965, the percentage of people unemployed stood at around 1.5 per cent. In other words, if you wanted a job, you had one.

  And if you didn’t want the job you had, you chucked it in, walked round the corner, and got another. It is mighty easy, in such easeful circumstances, to acquiesce to – or even take

  part in – a cultural revolution. Still and all, there is no denying that the post-war consensus that any government’s first duty was to use public spending to ensure full employment was

  beginning to fray. The baby boomers who had benefited most from that settlement, who had lived only under governments bent on slaying what William Beveridge had called pre-war Britain’s five

  evils – want, disease, ignorance, squalor and idleness – were too short-sighted to keep the system going.




  Short-sighted and tight-fisted. In his song ‘Sunny Afternoon’, the Kinks’ leading light Ray Davies (a first-year baby boomer, born in 1944) was to be

  heard bemoaning the fact that ‘the taxman’s taken all my dough’, thus abandoning him to life in a ‘stately home’. Almost simultaneously, one of the sixties’

  greatest poets of sybaritic hedonism, the Beatles’ guitarist George Harrison (born a year before the baby boom, in 1943), got in on the act with the lyrically risible ‘Taxman’, an

  attack on the then top tax rate of nineteen shillings and sixpence (97.5p) in the pound.2 It is not, as Burke said, given to men to be able to tax and to

  please at the same time, of course. Nonetheless, the generation who had voted for the establishment of the welfare state might have expected a little more loyalty from the generation who had supped

  of it from birth.




  This is not the place to argue the merits or defects of Keynesian economics (though it is only fair to point out that the author believes that no other economic policy was ever so beneficial to

  so many for so long). But it needs to be made clear that twenty years into the social democratic experiment, the national mood was changing. Memories of the 1930s and the slump that had done so

  much to engender the country’s move to macroeconomic management were fading. The old, who remembered those years of dread and despair, were dying off. The young – the post-war baby

  boomers who had known nothing but the Keynesian comfort blanket, and who were beginning to realise that their numbers meant they called an awful lot of shots – were blasé almost to the

  point of unconsciousness about the golden age in which they had been brought up.




  All of which means that when Margaret Thatcher claimed that the Britain of the 1980s was ‘reaping what was sown in the sixties’ she wasn’t wrong. What she

  didn’t grasp was that it was she who was doing the reaping. The neo-liberal revolution Thatcher launched in the eighties (and that six years since the global financial crash that blew it

  clean out of the water somehow continues to sail blithely on) was born out of precisely those ‘fashionable theories and permissive claptrap [of the sixties which] set the scene for a society

  in which old values of discipline and restraint were denigrated’.5 Baffled though Mrs Thatcher would have been by the thought, there

  isn’t any great gulf between the sixties’ long-haired, dope-smoking rocker who wants you to ‘Get off my back, man’, and the eighties-and-onwards’ no-nonsense bankster

  or business body who wants the state to keep well clear of the workings of the market.3 The Thatcher revolution wasn’t a response to the sixties

  revolution. Like the songs and movies, the shows and series, the plays and paintings and poems to which we now turn, it was part of it.




  





  
1




  GOODBYE TO ALL THAT




  In which our stage is set




  

    

      ‘If it is agreed that those who seek to rebuild what Mr Churchill likes to call “traditional” Britain have no hope of fulfilling that end, it follows

      that there must be a new Britain in a new civilization.’




      Harold Laski(1)


    


  




  

    

      

        ‘History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors’




        T. S. Eliot, ‘Gerontion’


      


    


  




  He had loathed the modern world. He had loathed modern culture. Most of all, he had loathed modern painting. Though Evelyn Waugh had thought him

  ‘always in the wrong’2 he had thought Waugh right to have one of his characters argue that ‘modern art is all

  bosh’.3 True, when Graham Sutherland was commissioned to paint his portrait he called the resultant picture ‘a remarkable example of modern

  art’.4 In private though, he was rather less given to irony. The picture, he said, made him look like a ‘down-and-out drunk who has been

  picked out of the gutter in the Strand’.5 As soon as he decently could, he had his wife burn it. An amateur watercolourist

  himself, he once asked the President of the Royal Academy, Sir Alfred Munnings, whether he detested Picasso – and if so, then ‘would you join with me in kicking his something,

  something, something?’ ‘Yes, sir,’ Munnings told a laughing RA audience he had gleefully replied. ‘I would.’6




  But Munnings had died at the end of the fifties, and now, five years later and almost two weeks since what turned out to be his final stroke, Winston Churchill’s own ‘great heart was

  still’.7 It was 24 January 1965, and for the next six days, before his funeral at St Paul’s Cathedral, Victorian Britain, imperial Britain

  – the Britain that had made Churchill and that he had spent the bulk of his ninety years trying to remake – lived again. Within hours of his death Buckingham Palace announced that

  Churchill was to be given a state funeral – the first non-royal to be granted such an honour since the burial of William Gladstone in 1898. On that occasion Queen Victoria had only

  reluctantly acceded to Parliament’s request. This time round, there was no such dithering. Indeed, the gun carriage that transported Churchill’s coffin to the funeral service in St

  Paul’s was the same one that had been used to take Victoria to her own final send-off.




  For the Queen thought as highly of Churchill as most of her subjects did. Churchill had once said of Queen Elizabeth II that ‘All the film people in the world, if they had scoured the

  globe, could not have found anyone so suited to the part.’8 It was a compliment the Queen was happy to return. She was certain that the British

  couldn’t have found a man more fitted to leading them through the war against Hitler. Like Sir Edward Bridges, the wartime cabinet secretary, she believed that only Churchill had ‘had

  the power to make the nation believe that it could win’.9 And so, not content with kick-starting the organisation of the funeral for a commoner,

  she let it be known that she would be in attendance at the ceremony.




  Before that, though, there was the lying-in-state. During the course of Churchill’s final days, the streets around his home at Hyde Park Gate hadn’t been short of

  well-wishers and lookers-on, all busy mumbling silent prayers and wondering whether their country, and even their world, would ever make sense again. At any one time no fewer than 250 people had

  maintained that cold, wet watch on their wartime leader. But their numbers were as nothing when set against the crowds that would turn up to say their last farewells to ‘good old

  Winnie’. For the three days preceding the funeral, on 30 January, Churchill’s catafalque was placed in Westminster Hall, during which time more than 300,000 people filed past to pay

  their last respects. And on the day of the funeral itself, with Big Ben silenced, hundreds of thousands more turned out to watch the gun carriage that took Churchill’s coffin through the

  streets of central London to St Paul’s. Many further millions around the globe watched the proceedings on television. A great national production number though Churchill’s funeral was,

  it was also, like the moon landing that would follow it four years later, one of the world historical events of the 1960s.




  For what was being commemorated wasn’t merely the death of one man. Just this once, people were right to talk about the end of an era. Or eras. As Clement Attlee, who had replaced

  Churchill as Prime Minister after the war, once said, there was about him ‘a layer of seventeenth century, a layer of eighteenth century, a layer of nineteenth century and possibly even a

  layer of twentieth century. You were never sure which layer would be uppermost.’10 Never sure, perhaps, but in general it was a good bet to put

  your money on Churchill’s nineteenth-century layer coming out on top. He was nothing if not a child of Britain’s imperial age. Like Macaulay, from whose books of Whig history he learned

  so much, he was happy to count himself a member of ‘the greatest and most highly civilised people that ever the world saw’.11 Macaulay

  gave Churchill the faith to believe in his own knee-jerk notion that Britain was the moral and political leader of the world. Right to the end he never doubted that he had been

  born into the country whose duty it was to civilise anyone unlucky enough to have been born elsewhere.




  Certainly he had been born into the Whig interpretation of history. He was a descendant of John Churchill, the most successful general of his age, and the man appointed by Queen Anne as the

  first Duke of Marlborough. A couple of years later, after Churchill’s victory against French and Bavarian troops at the Battle of Blenheim, the Queen and a grateful nation gifted the duke the

  wherewithal (£300,000 of wherewithal4) to build Blenheim Palace. Designed by Sir John Vanbrugh, this top-heavy slice of English baroque was finished

  in the early 1720s. And it was there, a century and half later, on 30 November 1874, that Winston Churchill came into this world.




  His military sensibility was spotted early. Churchill’s father, Randolph, a Whiggishly wet Tory (and very briefly Chancellor of the Exchequer who foresaw, if not invented, the idea of the

  twentieth-century welfare state), never thought much of young Winston’s intellect. Indeed, he never thought much of – or about – Winston at all. But he liked the way his son

  played with his toy soldiers. He seemed to be having more than just fun with them. He seemed to be thinking about how best they could be used in the field. If the Church wouldn’t be quite

  right for him, much less the law – let alone politics – then perhaps he could make something of himself in the forces. After ‘Army Class’ at Harrow Winston enrolled at the

  Royal Military College at Sandhurst in September 1893. (It took more than one go: he failed the entrance exam not once but twice.)




  Short of leg and pigeon of chest (Churchill was known to disparage himself as a pygmy), his greatest joy at Sandhurst lay in riding. So much so that against his father’s wishes that he

  join an infantry regiment – the 60th Rifles – he determined to sign up with the cavalry. Fortunately for Churchill, his mother, Jennie, was a friend of Colonel John

  Brabazon of the 4th Queen’s Own Hussars, and on 20 February 1895 (not uncoincidentally less than a month after Randolph Churchill’s death) Winston was enrolled into their number. Even

  now, with his father gone, he was determined to prove himself a hero in action in the hope of winning for himself the approval and acclaim he felt he had been denied.




  At the same time, he wasn’t certain that a military career would be enough. He wanted, he told his mother, not just to be there in the thick of the action but to be back home telling

  people about it, too. He wanted, in short, to be a reporter. Once again, Jennie pulled some strings, and soon enough Winston found himself in Cuba writing war reports for the Daily Graphic:

  ‘When first in the dim light of early morning I saw the shores of Cuba rise and define themselves from dark-blue horizons,’ Churchill wrote, in one of his early pieces, ‘I felt as

  if I sailed with Long John Silver and first gazed on Treasure Island. Here was a place where real things were going on. Here was a scene of vital action. Here was a place where anything might

  happen. Here was a place where something would certainly happen. Here I might leave my bones.’12 Here, too, he might start building a

  reputation as a master of the English language.




  Subsequently, Churchill would see service in India (on the North-West Frontier), in the Sudan, and in the second Boer War. There is no doubting his bravery – he seems to have been thrilled

  at the thought that death could be so near at hand, and thrilled yet more by the faith it granted him in his invincibility – but nor is there any denying that what really made his name were

  the Ripping Yarns-style stories (by now he was writing for the Morning Post, too) and books he spun out of his adventures. And yet believe in this stuff though he did, Churchill was sage

  enough to see that the jingoistic jig was up. ‘It did seem such a pity that it all had to be make-believe’, he recorded in the first volume of his memoirs. ‘If

  it had only been 100 years earlier what splendid times we should have had!’13




  But there are different kinds of splendour, and by 1899 Churchill had made enough money from book sales to be able to contemplate the political career his father had thought beyond him. He

  didn’t win the by-election he fought in Oldham that year – a special correspondent for The Times called Churchill out for taking ‘too much pain with his orations’ and

  not appreciating that the good people of Oldham ‘prefer solid argument to smart epigrams’14 – though little more than a year later

  he was elected the town’s MP in the general election of 1900.




  Still, a version of The Times’ reporter’s criticism would dog Churchill for the next four decades. Even his admirers thought that his high-flying rhetoric encouraged him to

  treat events in the real world as if they were just acts in a drama that was forever descending into dullness unless he was on hand to liven things up. Witness his decision, in April 1915, four

  years into his stint as First Lord of the Admiralty, to launch an assault on the Gallipoli peninsula in what is now Turkey. Yes, had the mission been a success it would have opened up a sea route

  to Russia (still an ally at that time). But all the evidence shows that Churchill had conceived of the assault for rather less rational reasons. Bored with the endless, dirge-like slog that was the

  Western Front, he wanted a big, show-stopping number to jolt this hitherto dull war into a second act full of derring-do. It didn’t work out like that. Gallipoli was a disaster for the

  Allies. They lost more than 70,000 men there before their eventual withdrawal. The only show that was stopped was Churchill’s. He was forced to resign from the Admiralty (and perhaps to seek

  a kind of atonement in active service on the dreaded Western Front). From now on he would be mistrusted not just for his phrase-turning but for treating the theatre of war as no more than a

  theatre.




  Even as late as the mid-thirties, when Churchill was telling the world that Adolf Hitler was up to no good, the powers that be were still turning a deaf ear to him. They

  thought Churchill was worried by Hitler simply because he (Hitler) was another stentorian stage-strutter. They thought Churchill’s love of warmongering led him to exaggerate the threats of

  others. But they were wrong – and Churchill was right when he said that Hitler was more than just another blustering chancer. Their mistake only heightened Churchill’s lustre when he

  was invited back to the top table after everyone realised that Hitler really was up to no good.




  At first he found himself back in charge of the Admiralty, where within months he had engineered something that looked very much like a second Gallipoli – a botched expedition to Norway

  that ended in retreat. The man who had once rued the notion ‘that the age of wars between civilized nations had come to an end for ever’ had miscalculated.15 Stuck in his imperial fantasies, he hadn’t stopped to wonder about the threat his battlecruisers could face from the air. This time around, though, it wasn’t

  Churchill who took the blame, but the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain. When he resigned, after a way too narrow win on a no-confidence motion (‘Go! Go! Go!’ howled the opposition),

  a coalition government was formed to take Britain through the war. Churchill was a shoo-in for the leader.5




  Cometh the hour, cometh the man. Except that in Churchill’s case things worked the other way around. The man had always been there – he’d just been waiting for the hour in

  which to prove it. He had always known that it was one day going to fall to him to lead his country through a great crisis. Hitler and his ‘Narsis’6 were that crisis, and Churchill admitted to ‘a profound sense of relief’ that he could at last ‘walk . . . with destiny’ in the fight against

  him.16




  On 13 May 1940, his first Monday in office, Churchill addressed the House of Commons. ‘I have nothing to offer’, he told them, ‘but blood, toil, tears and sweat.’ In

  fact, as the speech couldn’t help but make clear, he had something else to offer: his speeches themselves. For all Waugh’s talk of Churchill’s ‘sham Augustan prose’,

  for all the carping that his rhetoric was all idiom and no style – ‘like a court dress of rather tarnished grandeur from a theatrical costumier’s’17 – Churchill spoke for the nation. Six days after that first prime ministerial address, on Trinity Sunday, he told the country about the successes Hitler’s

  forces were enjoying in France, and about how there would soon have to be a fight ‘for all that Britain is, and all that Britain means’.




  Nearly all that Britain was was listening. Throughout the war an average of seven in ten people tuned in to hear Churchill’s war broadcasts. Their effect on national morale cannot be

  exaggerated. Even today, three quarters of a century on, you can’t read or listen to them without feeling your eyes moisten. Roy Jenkins wasn’t wrong when he said that Churchill at the

  microphone or podium was ‘inclined to go over several tops’.18 But as great actors know – and Churchill was one of their number;

  had he not been, nobody would have believed in him – there are times when going over the top is the only way to get under the skin. Some stories are so ridiculous they have to be told

  hammily. Churchill’s story about Britain being able to resist the Nazis was one of them. Until the Americans joined the war, his rhetoric was all the country had to fight with.




  With Hitler vanquished, Churchill and the Tories were thrown out of government. The solidarity he had invoked and embodied in wartime was thought unsuited to the peace. His

  values seemed out of date. Not that he was forgotten. His memory went on being cherished long after the country decided he had nothing more to offer them. And although over the years it would

  become a commonplace cat-among-the-pigeons contrarianism to suggest that Britain’s victory in the war against Hitler had been largely illusory and almost entirely delusory, the revisionists

  never won many converts. When, a few days after Churchill’s death, the historian John Grigg suggested that for Britain ‘the next few days should act as a tonic rather than a

  sedative’ there was no doubt that he was going out on a limb.19




  Funerals are by definition celebrations of past glories, but wasn’t there something hysterical about the way the British said their goodbyes to Churchill? Were they really just farewelling

  one of their country’s more romantic visionaries, or were they, in fact, bidding adieu to romantic visions about the country itself? Were the British so moved by the end of what Private

  Eye had taken to calling ‘the greatest dying Englishman’ because they saw reflected in it the end of the Britain he had done so much to bolster and burnish? The Queen might have

  been of the opinion that ‘the survival of this country and the sister nations of the Commonwealth in the face of the greatest danger that has ever threatened them will be a perpetual memorial

  to his leadership’20 but there were those who believed land and leader yet more intimately entwined. As Charles de Gaulle was heard to say when

  he was advised of Churchill’s death, ‘Now Britain is no longer a great power.’21




  De Gaulle was just the man to know. Two years earlier the French President had rebuffed Churchill’s second successor as leader of the Conservative Party, Harold Macmillan, when he had made

  a belated entreaty to join the European Economic Community (EEC). (Macmillan, it should be pointed out, had worried that Churchill, an arch Atlanticist, would himself come out against the

  proposal.) De Gaulle vetoed the application because he feared that allowing the laggardly Brits into the EEC (who, had they signed up to the club when it was first mooted, amid

  the ash and ruin of the immediate post-war years, could likely have run the show from the get-go) would result in ‘a colossal Atlantic community dependent on America’.22 And yet, while de Gaulle and so many other European and world leaders were lined up to pay their respects at Churchill’s funeral, neither the American

  President, Lyndon B. Johnson, nor any member of his administration could be bothered to make the journey across the Atlantic. ‘Sometimes,’ the French poet and statesman Alphonse de

  Lamartine remarked, ‘when one person is missing, the whole world seems depopulated.’23 For all those crowds, for all that hustle and

  bustle, Churchill’s funeral was a tiny bit depopulated. A page in history had not, it seemed, been turned for the Americans.




  Hitherto, Churchill had walked hand in hand with history. Indeed, a decade or so earlier, in a post-war collection of tribute essays, A. L. Rowse had suggested that ‘Winston Churchill sums

  up the whole first half of our century.’24 The survivor of an ambush at the Khyber Pass, he had lived on into the age of Hiroshima and the

  Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament.7 Name any major event in his country’s recent past and Churchill had been there, from the Siege of Malakand to the

  general strike, from the Boer War to the Blitz. He was, said, Isaiah Berlin, ‘a gigantic historical figure . . . a legendary hero who belongs to myth as much as to reality, the largest human

  being of our times’.25 The Daily Express was even more rampant in its adoration. ‘History’, Lord Beaverbrook’s paper

  mournfully informed its readers, ‘was with us while he lived.’26




  So did Lyndon Johnson’s no-show at Churchill’s funeral mean that history was now against us? Or were such thoughts part of what the then Labour housing minister

  Richard Crossman called mere ‘self-condolence on the end of our imperial destiny – with Churchill as its symbol’?27 Certainly

  history was all we seemed to have when Churchill walked among us. Livewire though he had so often been in defending past visions, he was a deadweight when it came to forward thinking. Churchill

  wasn’t wrong when he said that ‘a nation that forgets its past has no future’, but he could never see that a nation that forgets that its past isn’t its present hasn’t

  much of a future either. As President Eisenhower more than once complained of Churchill during the fifties, he doesn’t ‘think in terms of today, but rather only those of the war

  years’.28




  For Churchill had no grasp of the social and political forces that had reshaped the world during his lifetime. He had fought the war not to build a new world but to save the British Empire he

  had been born into. Even if that had been possible – and since that Empire was long dead before the war the possibility did not meaningfully exist – his countrymen wouldn’t have

  allowed it. Churchill might have wanted time to stand still, but they did not. Though they supported him unquestioningly throughout the war, everyone but Churchill could see that they

  wouldn’t support him once it was over. Half a century or so before, Churchill had told the then Prime Minister, Lloyd George, ‘You’re not going to get your new world. The old

  world is a good enough place for me, and there’s life in the old dog yet. It’s going to sit up and wag its tail.’29 But the new

  world had come anyway, and even though post-war shortages and rationing ensured that Churchill was voted back into 10 Downing Street in 1951, the price of his return had been his party’s

  acceptance of the Keynesian post-war settlement of a welfare state and economic policies geared to full employment. ‘I have’, Churchill told his eldest daughter Diana a few years before

  his death, ‘achieved a great deal to achieve nothing in the end.’30




  Not that his achievements were over quite yet. In life Churchill had liberated his people from the threat of tyranny. In death he would liberate them some more –

  liberate them from what the novelist John Fowles was simultaneously calling ‘the grotesquely elongated shadow . . . of that monstrous dwarf Queen Victoria’.31 Cultures do not change overnight, of course. Nonetheless, John Grigg’s suggestion that Churchill’s death ‘relieves us of a psychological

  burden’32 was surely right. Churchill’s passing licensed a whole vision of the past to pass too.




  The funeral ceremony over, Churchill’s coffin was drummed down to the Thames at Tower Pier. A nineteen-gun salute was fired as it was placed on the Havengore

  launch and taken upriver to the pier outside the Royal Festival Hall. From there a hearse transported the coffin on to Waterloo station, where the Queen’s Royal Irish Hussars took over,

  carrying it to Platform 11 and putting it on a Battle of Britain-class locomotive called Winston Churchill. En route to the Oxfordshire of Churchill’s birth, the train passed through

  station after station thronged with mourners (who had bought platform tickets for the privilege of watching it flash by). Churchill was finally laid to rest at a small private ceremony in the

  parish churchyard of Bladon, the place where he had worshipped as a boy and where his parents were also buried, in a plot within sight of the family home at Blenheim Palace.




  Churchill’s coffin had been made from oak trees that grew on the Blenheim estate, but the ropes that lowered it into the hard January earth had come from further afield. They had been made

  a hundred or so miles away, in Somerset – in the hamlet of East Coker, near Yeovil. An unremarkable fact and an unremarkable place – or anyway it would be were it not for the fact that

  twenty-five years earlier, during the months leading up to the Battle of Britain, a poem entitled ‘East Coker’ had been published in the Easter issue of a small-circulation magazine

  called the New English Weekly. It turned out to be a popular read, so popular, in fact, that the magazine reprinted it twice more in May and June of that year, before

  Faber & Faber published it in stand-alone pamphlet form that September, selling a handsome 12,000 copies or so. Good going for a characteristically difficult, eight-page verse from the pen of

  T. S. Eliot. Indeed, Eliot confessed himself to being worried somewhat by the poem’s popularity, suggesting – only half jokingly – to a fellow editor at Faber that such success

  surely meant it ‘couldn’t be very good’.33




  Certainly ‘East Coker’ was a tougher read than its sales figures suggest. No poem that requires for its understanding an insight into the philosophy of Heraclitus and the thought of

  St John of the Cross might be fancied destined for bestseller status. Yet ‘East Coker’s popularity is fairly easily accounted for. Before it did anything else – and it did an

  awful lot – Eliot’s poem embodied and expressed the need for cultural continuity at a time when the British felt under threat of cultural extinction. Even as the poem was published, the

  British army, forced back by Hitler’s troops, was in retreat from France. Soon enough, it was widely feared, those same Nazi troops would be crossing the Channel and invading England. The

  Englishman’s world might be about to be changed out of all recognition – but here was Eliot telling his readers an older England survived and would always survive. Amen to that, you can

  almost hear Churchill saying. Because while Churchill would have had no time for Eliot’s intricacies and enigmas, he would have applauded his searching commitment to deeper continuities than

  a secular age allows. Like the Eliot of ‘Little Gidding’ (the final instalment of what Eliot came to call his Four Quartets; ‘East Coker’ was the second), Churchill

  was forever adamant that ‘History is now and England.’




  Not that the inspiration behind ‘East Coker’ was purely cultural. Eliot had personal reasons for writing about the place, too. A little more than two centuries before Eliot’s

  birth, in St Louis, Missouri, in 1888, his ancestor Andrew Elyot had left East Coker for the New World. Eliot himself made the same journey in reverse, so far in reverse in

  fact that in the run-up to his fortieth birthday he became a British citizen and entered the Anglican Church. Eliot’s visit to East Coker was not a chance one, then, and he was sufficiently

  moved by the place to arrange for his funeral ashes to be buried there in St Michael’s Church. And on 8 January 1965, five days after Eliot’s death and just two days before the stroke

  that would finally fell Winston Churchill, that is where they were taken:




  

    

      Here, whence his forbears sprang, a man is laid




      As dust, in quiet earth, whose written word




      Helped many thousands broken and dismayed




      Among the ruins of triumphant wrong.


    


  




  That is the then Poet Laureate John Masefield’s tribute to Eliot, though anything less Eliot-like it is hard to imagine.34

  At eighty-six, Masefield had been born a mere ten years before Eliot, but in aesthetic styles and ambitions the two men might have been generations apart.




  For Eliot was the great modernist innovator of English poetry, a writer whose most characteristic verse even as encyclopaedic a critic as Cyril Connolly could describe as ‘almost

  unintelligible’.35 Eliot wouldn’t have disagreed, nor have been aggrieved at the suggestion that a great many of his most famous poems

  were pretty much incomprehensible. ‘I wasn’t even bothering,’ he said of his early masterpiece The Waste Land, ‘whether I understood what I was saying . . . it was a

  question of not being able to – of having more to say than one knew how to say, and something one wanted to put into words and rhythm which one didn’t have the command of words and

  rhythm to put in a way immediately apprehensible.’36




  Indeed, when the poem was published in the UK, in October 1922 in the inaugural issue of Eliot’s magazine The Criterion, it came accompanied by several pages of

  notes that purported to explicate, or at least ground by means of reference, its more enigmatic passages. (Twelve years later, the artist Marcel Duchamp’s The Green Box would provide

  much the same kind of interpretative flapdoodle for his inscrutable painting on two glass panels, The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even [1915–23] – another work that

  conceived of contemporary sex as mechanised, alienated and resolutely profane.) Such mock hermeneutics were necessary, Eliot argued, because ‘Poets in our civilisation, as it exists at

  present, must be difficult . . . the poet must become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more indirect, to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning.’37 Like all the modernists, that is, Eliot believed that the language of art had to change when there is change within the culture it both reflects and embodies

  – and in a culture as fractured as that of Europe after the Great War that meant greatly changed art.




  Almost a century on, we can, perhaps, more easily grasp the stuttering, shuttling, cut-up cubism of Eliot’s technique than its first readers did. The Waste Land’s riven,

  multi-voiced structure is plainly an attempt at rendering the chaotic cacophony of modern city life – though that was far from plain at the time. Like Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du

  printemps, a work Eliot pronounced ‘very remarkable’, The Waste Land worked to ‘transform the rhythm of the steppes into the scream of the motor horn, the rattle of

  machinery, the grind of wheels, the beating of iron and steel, the roar of the under-ground railway, and the other barbaric cries of modern life; and to transform these despairing noises into

  music’.38 But that music, Eliot acknowledged, ‘was too strange and new to please very many people’.39 So too The Waste Land. What the bulk of its first readers saw wasn’t an evocation of chaos but chaos itself – pure, unadulterated and almost minatory in

  its ambiguities. Reading The Waste Land is like watching an early television slip in and out of tuning: fractured, staccato moments of visual and verbal sense amid the

  hiss and crackle of the void.




  As to what the poem might mean – well, the idea that it might mean anything, at least in the sense of meaning to mean something, is as meaningless as asking what a TV itself means.

  Certainly Eliot wasn’t the man to offer any help. Asked by an undergraduate at an Oxford Poetry Club seminar what he had meant by the line ‘Lady, three white leopards sat under a

  juniper tree’ (from the 1930 poem ‘Ash Wednesday’), Eliot told him that he had meant ‘Lady, three white leopards sat under a juniper tree’.40 And a decade or so after The Waste Land he took issue with what he called ‘some of the more approving critics [who] said that [the poem] had expressed the

  “disillusionment of a generation”, which is nonsense. I may have expressed for them their own illusion of being disillusioned, but that did not form part of my

  intention.’41 No, indeed, because intention didn’t enter into it: ‘I wonder what an intention means! One wants to get

  something off one’s chest. One doesn’t quite know what it is that one wants to get off the chest until one’s got it off. But I couldn’t apply the word intention

  positively to any of my poems.’42




  Which meant, of course, that no one else could have the definitive last word on them either. As a critic and poet Eliot was adamant, at least in his younger days, that no interpretation of a

  work of art was any more valid than any other. Indeed, he often claimed to prefer reading verse in languages he couldn’t really converse in, the better to hear its poetic soundscape.

  Even more daringly, he was of the opinion that nothing a writer or painter has to say about his or her work is of any more import than what any individual reader or viewer makes of it.




  Subsequently though, Eliot’s philosophy – but not, paradoxically, his verse – became a lot more traditional in outlook and aspiration. ‘He was a great conservative

  containing a great radical,’ obituarised John Updike, who rightly saw that Eliot’s potency sprang from his ‘participation in this century’s

  despair’.43 In later years, indeed, the despair was all he had – and Eliot seemed to partake of it with greed. As early as 1928, only six

  years on from the publication of The Waste Land, he could describe his ‘general point of view . . . as classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and Anglo-catholic in

  religion’.44 At the same time he substituted for the high formalist abstractions of his early criticism the kind of historicist

  contextualisation the modern movement might have been invented to subvert.




  Because for all that he was one of the holy figures of modernism (so iconic he once filled a football stadium for a lecture; so iconic he was mobbed by students shouting ‘Viva

  Eliot!’ while picking up an honorary degree in Rome in 1958), Eliot had little time for the modern world – a world that he loathed for its lack of a coherent morality. Unlike the

  average modernist, Eliot saw modernism not as a critique of modernity but as its caterwauling offspring. Modernism was part and parcel of modernity and as such a horrible combination of

  romanticism, liberalism and secularism. As Lionel Trilling has suggested, one of the key themes of The Waste Land is the idea that in ‘modern life vulgarity has triumphed over the

  ancient pieties’.45




  As the years went by it became ever more clear that Eliot, who took to calling Richard III the last legitimate English king (and wearing a white flower on the anniversary of the Battle of

  Bosworth Field), would have liked history to end around the time that Shakespeare was writing Hamlet. Groucho Marx, whom Eliot be-friended in the last years of his (Eliot’s) life,

  famously didn’t want to belong to any club that would have him as a member. Eliot was rather more exclusive. He didn’t want to belong to a club that would allow anyone else to join. As

  Lawrence Alloway put it, Eliot ‘never doubted the essentially aristocratic nature of culture’.46 Just so. You don’t have to go

  along with John Carey’s line that modernism was an elitist masquerade designed to put the lower orders in their place (by reminding them that there were certain areas of

  aesthetic life that were off-limits to their limited sensibilities) to acknowledge that Eliot had no time for the idea of liberal democracy.47 Nor

  need you concede Peter Ackroyd’s suggestion that having ‘helped to create the idea of a modern movement with his own “difficult poetry”’, Eliot then ‘assisted at

  its burial’,48 to see that the man who during the twenties worked references from his beloved music hall into the else-where fearsomely learned

  The Waste Land might not be quite the same man as the one who in November 1958 wrote to The Times to say that he worried that the recent advent of independent television would be a

  threat to the standards of the BBC.




  No less than Churchill’s death, the passing of the high priest of high culture would licence a revolution. In the months following, the modernism Eliot had helped invent was imported into

  the pop culture he had loathed. And that pop culture becaue part of the high culture he loved. Indeed, only a week after Eliot’s death, the Observer – by some measure the

  newspaper with the highest brow in Britain – had appointed its first ‘critic of pop culture’. On January 10, when George Melly’s first column appeared, it may have

  surprised, even shocked an audience used to the mandarin tones of Philip Toynbee and Cyril Connolly and Kenneth Tynan and Eliot himself telling them what was what in the world of culture on a

  Sunday morning. By the end of the year, though, it would be no more – and certainly no less – than what was expected.




  History isn’t, of course it isn’t, the biography of great men. That doesn’t mean, though, that the deaths of the likes of Winston Churchill and T. S. Eliot,

  the choice and master spirits of their age, don’t reverberate through national life. The heavens might not themselves have blazed forth the death of these princes, but consciously or not

  their countrymen registered the fact that two guardians of the past were gone.




  The poet who died on 4 January 1965 detested the cultural world he had helped bring into being. And the statesman who died three weeks later had fought for the freedom of

  his country only to find himself more and more disapproving of what that freedom had led to and was being used for. Eliot and Churchill were men out of time. Now, though, they were out of it

  altogether – and the nation that had for so long been dominated by their backward-looking fantasies turned its attentions to the future.




  Right on cue, the future arrived. A couple of weeks after Churchill’s funeral, the American spaceship Ranger 8 landed on the moon. The next day the front pages of the papers were

  covered with pictures of the moon’s ‘frothy surface’. To be sure, there was for most people no more to these monochrome relief studies than met the eye. Nonetheless, the mission

  itself, with its promise of extraterrestrial adventure and excitement, couldn’t help but foment a feeling of change being in the air. Over the next twelve months Britain would finally say

  goodbye to its fusty, crusty days-of-empire reveries and turn that feeling into fact.
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  FAR OUT, MAN!




  In which Britain gets surreal




  

    

      

        ‘We have no intention of changing men’s habits, but we have hopes of proving to them how fragile their thoughts are, and what unstable foundations, over

        what cellars they have erected their unsteady houses.’




        Surrealist declaration, 27 January 1925


      


    


  




  On 9 January 1965, peak-time television viewers were treated to the sight of John Lennon running and jumping and cycling through the English

  countryside to the accompaniment of the ‘Winter’ movement of Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons. To the accompaniment, too, of a clipped yet doleful monotone, reciting nonsense

  about ‘burly ive’ and ‘Big daley’ from Lennon’s new poem ‘Deaf Ted, Danoota, (and me)’.1 We have come a long

  way from ‘She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah’.




  Not that Lennon was (as yet) a fully signed-up modernist. He was not writing T. S. Eliot-style free verse. The iambic tetrameters and pentameters and tight rhyme schemes that Lennon the

  songwriter forever cleaved to made his work at least rhythmically immediately comprehensible. But nor would any of the poems in his 1965 collection and A Spaniard in the

  Works have qualified for the monthly prize later set up by Auberon Waugh in the pages of the Literary Review. Rhyme and scan though they might have done, Lennon’s poems never

  fulfilled what one suspects was Waugh’s most vital requirement – that of making sense.




  Indeed, for the MP Charles Curran, the publication of Lennon’s gibberish was cause for national panic. After reading out three verses of ‘Deaf Ted, Danoota, (and me)’ to the

  House of Commons in order to draw attention to what he called Lennon’s ‘state of pathetic near-literacy’,2 the Conservative MP for

  Uxbridge wondered whether anyone would now dare deny his long-held claim that educational standards in Britain were slipping. Alas for Curran, his harangue did nothing to stop Lennon’s

  collection of verse going on to be one of 1965’s bestsellers. Fifty years on, his books have rarely been out of print.




  Back when Lennon’s poetry was first being heard and read, parochial English critics made much of the impact that the likes of Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear had had on his style –

  influences he was only too happy to acknowledge. Yet while there can be no arguing about the debts ‘Deaf Ted, Danoota, (and me)’ owes to, say, Lear’s ‘The

  Jabberwocky’, nor is there any denying that something more continental, something rather more self-consciously modernist was at work on it, too. Lennon was introducing the mainstream Britons

  who made up the Beatles’ audience to the anarchic aesthetic of surrealism.




  Of all the twentieth century’s art isms, surrealism was the one most bent on liberation. No art before or since has been so deliberately anti-authoritarian, as the titles of the

  movement’s two journals – The Surrealist Revolution and Surrealism in the Service of Revolution – rather suggest. ‘Surrealism’, wrote the

  movement’s ringmaster André Breton in its official manifesto, ‘is a means of total liberation . . . and of everything resembling it. We are determined to

  create a revolution.’ The surrealists believed that the hollow values of High European bourgeois liberalism had paved the way for the horrors of the First World War. Idealists rather than

  materialists, they were out to provoke such paroxysms of thought and feeling that their viewers and readers would begin to question the very fundamentals of their existence – politics,

  religion, money, sex, death. Anti-scientistic, anti-technological and (foreshadowing that very sixties sentiment) flirtatiously Marxist, the surrealists hoped to bring about a new spirituality that

  could take on the forces of capitalism’s shallow empiricism. (Most of the surrealists had been raised Catholic, and kick as they did against the idea of faith, they never really abandoned

  it.8) Though the news of the Stalinist terror led to their abandonment of communism, the surrealists never gave up on the idea that art’s essential

  function was the criticism of bourgeois life. John Lennon thought rock and roll existed to do the same thing.




  What did Lennon’s fans, who heretofore had heard in his songs lines no more surreal than the (Ringo Starr-inspired) ‘It’s been a hard day’s night’, make of his

  impenetrable burble? Who can say, though one thing is certain: Lennon’s newly enigmatic style did nothing to put them off his work. Though from now on his lyrical (and musical) output would

  become increasingly shaped by the Dadaist and surrealist aesthetics he had learned about at art school a decade or so earlier, the fans who liked nothing more than a love plaint sung to a catchy

  tune wouldn’t be put off the Beatles’ records.




  For the first time, that is, a mass audience was showing itself willing to countenance and contemplate art that disavowed the very British realist cum rationalist aesthetic in favour of a kind

  of chaotic designer-nonsense. Hitherto, surrealism – indeed, modernist art generally – had always been a minority taste. The minority in question was the

  bourgeoisie. Modernism, as Lionel Trilling once put it, was a kind of middle-class revolt against the existence of the middle class.3 Now, though, half

  a century on from the artistic revolution inaugurated by the likes of Breton and Eliot, British mass culture was coming to embrace avant-garde ambiguity, experimentation and non sequitur.

  Modernism, which from its earliest days had defined itself as existing in opposition to popular culture, was being co-opted by entertainment aimed at a mass audience. Nothing would ever be the same

  again.




  As preparation for the writing of his second book Lennon had worked his way through large (if partial) chunks of the English canon – something he had signally failed to do as a schoolboy a

  decade earlier. His researches took him as near to the present day as Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, at nearly 700 pages long surely the most challenging novel that came out of British

  literary modernism. Not, it should be said, that the notoriously indolent Lennon had worked his way through the book wholesale. ‘It was great,’ he said at the time, ‘and I dug it

  and felt as though [Joyce] was an old friend. But I couldn’t make it right through the book.’4 Wherever he did get to, though, it was far

  enough for the message to have sunk in. Joyce’s fingerprints are all over the work that his young wannabe apprentice published in 1965. What is ‘The Singularge Experience of Miss Anne

  Duffield’, with its detective hero Shamrock Wolmbs, but an exercise in Joycean wordplay? Wouldn’t the inventor of ‘Sir Tristram, violer d’amores’, that hero who

  ‘wielderfight his penisolate war’, have enjoyed the exploits of ‘Harrassed Wilsod’ and ‘Sir Alice Doubtless-Whom’ in the recent ‘General Erection’?

  How could an Irish linguistic revolutionary have resisted a book by a Liverpudlian that wanted to throw A Spaniard in the Works?




  For the book’s cover photograph, Lennon was dressed in the hat and cape of a Spanish matador, for all the world as if posing for one of those late Picasso portraits of

  oh so mortal flesh. Except that not even Picasso had ever thought to place (or paint) a two-headed spanner in his subject’s hands. Just such a tool was to be seen in Lennon’s gloved

  fist, though, at once a visual nod to the wordplay in the title of his collection and an absurdist clue to the surrealist clashes that were to be found within its covers.9 It was all a far cry from the smiley, jump-up-and-down imagery to be seen on the four LP sleeves the Beatles had thus far put their name to. And indeed, A Spaniard in the

  Works was a far more accurate pointer to the direction the band would subsequently take than the Help! album that would go on sale a couple of months after the publication of

  Lennon’s book. That album, recorded in mid-February, just a few weeks after Lennon’s televised poetry recital, was very much a standard-issue rock and roll release – a handful of

  stompers and a handful of ballads written and produced at speed for a market that was plainly nowhere near reaching saturation point.




  On the other hand, the movie Help! that accompanied the album had an awful lot in common with Lennon’s verse. To be sure, the picture was built around scenes of the Fabs singing and

  dancing, and could be sold to the kids as an opportunity to see and not just hear their idols in action. But Richard Lester’s film is, too, one of the central surrealist texts of the sixties

  – and being a film aimed squarely at a mass audience it did as much to popularise an otherwise esoteric revolutionary aesthetic as Lennon’s verse. With its sudden, random changes of

  location, its Alice in Wonderland-style shrinking stars, its wacky interpolations and juxtapositions (at one point a gas-pipe pierces the navel of the subject of an

  Elizabethan portrait), Help! was a Magritte or a Max Ernst image come to life – a dislocated dreamscape in which to ask for explanations would be as meaningless as to expect them to be

  forthcoming. Even the Beatles’ performances, if one can so dignify their stilted, startled, reaction-free style of acting, contrive to be part of the movie’s surrealist air. Precisely

  by dint of their failure to respond to the magical mysteries Lester’s picture throws at them, the Fabs seem to embody the surrealist demand that we surrender to the irrational.




  By contrast, the only surreal thing about the album Help! was the fact that its stand-out ballad, the otherwise defiantly middle-of-the-road song ‘Yesterday’, by Paul

  McCartney, had begun life with the working title ‘Scrambled Eggs’ – the kind of flaccid, deliquescent substance that loomed large in the iconography of that other Spaniard in

  Help!’s works, Salvador Dalí. Indeed, had Dalí, many of whose paintings featured bodies so liquefied and distended they have to be held up by crutches, ever got round to

  reading Lennon’s book he could have been forgiven for wondering where the idea of a budgie so fat he has to ‘wear a crutch’ might have originated.




  Yet the example of Lennon’s increasingly madcap dreamscapes was not lost on McCartney. Soon enough he was engaged in his own crash-course in twentieth-century art and music – a

  course that, characteristically, took him far deeper into avant-garde aesthetics than a little light nonsense verse. By the end of the year the erstwhile soppy romantic – not for nothing did

  Lennon complain that McCartney wrote too many songs for old women – was composing automaton mantras that would pave the way for the Summer of Love. It was during that summer that the Queen is

  reputed to have remarked that ‘the Beatles are getting awfully strange these days’. There was something to the insight, but Her Majesty was a couple of years behind the times. It was in

  1965 that the mop tops went modernist.




  They weren’t the only ones. Modernism was everywhere in Britain in 1965. Nowhere was this more apparent than in Not Only . . . But Also, the television show in

  which Lennon had acted out ‘Deaf Ted, Danoota, (and me)’. Conceived by the BBC’s Light Entertainment department as a component in their Saturday night prime-time schedules, Not

  Only . . . had originally been going to be called ‘The Dudley Moore Show’. As such, it had been designed as a showcase for Moore’s talents as a jazz-influenced pianist and

  charmingly handsome, light comedian-style host who would each week welcome a different guest into the studio. Brilliant a musician and entertainer as Moore was, though, he was more than a little

  nervous about what would in effect be his debut as a solo performer away from the revue-style Beyond the Fringe collective in which he had made his name. Feeling the need for a little

  hand-holding, he asked one of his Fringe co-stars, the comedian Peter Cook, to be the guest on ‘The Dudley Moore Show’ trial run. Cook, who was then mainly working for the

  independent television channels and was desperate to make a name for himself on the BBC, instantly agreed. He had just one proviso: that he would not have to write or perform sketches that could in

  any way be construed as political.
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