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  Introduction


  Shrivelled old Enoch, bony forefinger describing the horizon, said forty years ago in his papery voice that he saw a nation busily engaged
  in building its own funeral pyre. Moulded by his colour-prejudiced era, Powell supposed that the black man would have the whip hand by the year 1988.


  Well, it has taken a little longer than that and has proved a great deal more complicated. Colour grievance has been but one blight on British life. The black man has turned out to
  be just as likely a bossy white woman wielding a clipboard and a list of rules, or an unreasonable personal injury lawyer with ginger hair and another persons ankle sprain, or a pallid
  British Asian lad with a bomb in his rucksack and a selfish grudge against his fellow beings. The black man has actually turned out, in many cases, to be one of the last proponents of
  family support, Christian charity and communal endeavour  once common standards which have crumbled like Dorsets Jurassic coast. The loss of those uniting manners is a sorry
  theme.


  Decline is hard to deny. The funeral pyre has not just been built but is starting to smoke. Flames lick at our toes. Teenagers are killing each other with knives and guns. Illiteracy is rampant.
  Loneliness is reaching epidemic proportions, not least because our churches have been so damaged by their own idiocy and by sneering atheists. Look back to that day Enoch Powell made his hated
  speech about the black man and we can indeed say, Good God, whatever have we done?  not as regards race relations, but in numerous other ways.


  Some of the disimprovements seem, on the surface, to be mere irritants: the reduction of informed horticultural advice in television gardening programmes which devote themselves
  instead to the allegedly irresistible personality of their presenters; the rise of inauthentically matey American coffee shops at the expense of older caffs; the nettle-like spread of bad language.
  At first we shrug off such minor blemishes but then, perhaps, we realise they represent something more menacing. If tinny little Alan Titchmarsh is the ideal of a gardener it really might tell us
  that, Houston, we have a prab-lem.


  Common sense has decayed and is starting to drop from the gum, from the ruling cadres obsession with yoof to the dismantlement of railway branch lines, or the encouragement
  to worship crappy modern art. There is the loss of highmindedness in our one-time newspaper of record. It may now be more commercially aggressive but has its transformation not diminished our
  self-respect, our gauges of communal decency? National opinion of the police may not be altered overnight by one senior officers crazed determination to arrest speeding motorists and to use
  a dead motorcyclists image in a road safety presentation without asking his family, but once that doubt has been seeded, once this bulgy-eyed crassness has been tolerated in officialdom, how
  long will it be before the wider acceptance of law and order is dented? One silly hip-hop DJ on BBC Radio 1 will not, on his grotty little ownsome, bring the temple of nationhood crashing to the
  ground by swaggering like a Los Angeles gangsta rapper. But it nibbles at the tightrope. It scrapes the foundations. The more confused we become about our cultural identity, the weaker our national
  self-respect becomes, along with our very existence as a coherent society.


  And weak is certainly the word for twenty-first-century Britain. National institutions cower at the mercy of an uncontrolled, publicly employed inspectorate of interfering tartars and
  politicised quangocrats such as snippy Suzi Leather. We subjects of the Crown have lost pride in our self-government. Propriety in public life is a dwindling resource. We have outsourced reason. We
  deserve it.


  Who helped to build this pyre? What were they thinking? If we can identify and agree on some of the culprits maybe we can undo some of their cock-ups. Did the rot set in with the promotion of
  comprehensive schooling over selective education? It is too late for the generations who have passed through the apprehensives, but we can still make things better for their children
  and grandchildren. A return of academic selection to state schools is perhaps the single most practical, realisable policy to improve our country. If promotion and relegation are accepted in
  football leagues why should they be anathema in our schools? Anthony Croslands ruinous work, surely, must be undone. But dont hold your breath.


  Should we blame the insistence of the Thatcher Government that personal responsibility was the be-all and end-all and that men over the age of thirty who travelled in a bus were failures? Was
  that the moment the idea of kindred values was ruptured? With discipline and group behaviour having been loosened in the laid-back 1960s there was nothing to restrain Thatcherisms
  finger-wagging expectations of personal advancement. Ephemeral enrichment, fevered by greed, was placed above long-term damage to the fabric of our nation. What did it matter if the coal miners had
  their noses rubbed in defeat? Forwards! Upwards! Now! Today! We are still paying for her roughhandedness.


  Before we all emigrate to New Zealand, lets cheerfully admit that many things have improved. We live longer. The wrenching misery of child mortality has been sharply reduced, thank God
  and science (if they be different). We take more holidays and are generally less paralysed by class anxiety. Washing machines, disliked by the climate change crowd, are a wonderful invention which
  has reduced the domestic workload, as have throw-away plates and dogs that lick the roast beef tin.


  Cities are no longer cloaked by smog and the stink of horse dung. We sleep in springier beds. Some, but not all of us, have more relaxed relationships with our children. All these are advances.
  So why are we not happier? What is missing?


  Religious faith has declined. Secularist pulpiteer Richard Dawkins may be a fiendishly bookish fellow but he has done more to erode our substratum than anyone since Lucifer. Like many of the
  people who have buggered up Britain, Dawkins leads a comfortable life, cocooned in wealth and wisdom. To him it is an intriguing intellectual struggle, a paper battle played out in lecture halls
  and radio studios. He, like so many of his fellow false prophets, is separated from the spiritual poverty of the people whose life experiences he has diminished. Do television producers such as
  Peter Bazalgette pause long to consider the social consequences of their vile little programmes or are they in it simply for the money, the thrill, the creative buzz?


  So much money, so many technological advances, yet such an unhappy country, so drained of community, so robotic as it staggers towards oblivion. Who landed us in this mess? Who are the halfwits,
  the mooncalves, the clotpolls, the pickthanks whose little touches and yanks on the national tiller steered us into such a rock-strewn channel? Read on, Macduff.




  
    
  


  1 Jeffrey Archer


  Long before Tony Blair even thought about ennobling any of the Labour Partys donors, there was talk of how John Major stamped his
  feet up and down on the carpets of 10 Downing Street and insisted, in the manner of Violet Elizabeth Bott until he was nearly sick, that Jeffrey Archer be made a peer. It was as bad a piece of work
  as Major did during his premiership and it was an early sign that places in the Upper House of Parliament were being handed out like spaces in an executive car park.


  Much criticism has been fired at Blair and the Labour Party for demeaning the House of Lords. Rightly so. But this flaky combo was not the first to push dodgy friends towards the Upper House.
  The Archer appointment was equally troubling. That the Lords did not really take off as a political scandal until 2006  some fourteen years after Archer first settled his bottom on the red
  leather benches  shows how long the British Establishment is allowed to get away with rank rum behaviour before being shamed into higher standards of conduct.


  Jeffrey Archer should never have been allowed anywhere near the Lords. He was a political liability. In his earliest days as a politician he was spotted by a laconic, slightly mournful man of
  the world called Humphrey Berkeley MP. I knew Humphrey a little and he had a nose for trouble. He recognised Archer as just that. His warnings to the Conservative Party went unheeded.
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  Archers wild unsuitability for a Life Peerage might seem obvious now but it was also obvious to many people in 1992. There was no shortage of well-placed types who told John Major that
  Lord Archer was a bad idea. The shadowy committee which at that time approved nominations for the Lords shed its normal discretion when the name of J. Archer came before its members.
  It was not uncommon, as a Fleet Street journalist during those months, to find oneself being shepherded into a corner of the Palace of Westminsters cloisters to be told off the record that
  the committee was most unhappy and the committee had asked Downing Street if it was really sure about this nomination.


  And yet Archer, this scandal-flecked clown with the resilience of an India rubber ball, bounced through the trouble and straight through the stained-glass windows of the double doors which lead
  into the House of Lords. Maybe it was his money. Maybe it was his optimistic enthusiasm. Maybe there was another reason. But he was given that most coveted of baubles.


  There he remains, despite having been convicted of perjury in 2001. The fact that he retains his seat in our legislature after serving time in prison is a smaller matter. In a way he is rather
  better qualified now to bring something of value to the Houses discussions. Parliament needs authoritative voices and Archer certainly has some expertise now in the area of penal reform. But
  that is rather beside the point. He should never have been there in the first place.


  It needs to be said that Archer is not an entirely bad man. He has a mercurial effervescence which can be attractive  and must especially have appealed to a Prime Minister who was
  surrounded by cautious nay-sayers who, he may have felt, looked down upon him. Perhaps the more the senior civil servants and the Cabinet colleagues said, John, you really must drop this
  idea of Jeffrey going to the Lords, the more, perhaps, the idea appealed. Who can say why John Major supported Archer? But this serial fantasist, amusing company but a toxic political
  colleague, would have been questionable as a recruit for a gossip column, let alone for the revising chamber of our Parliament. There are times when snobbery is justified and this was one of them.
  Archers crassness, his boastfulness, his social mountaineering, his pushiness, his sheer, screamingly obvious dodginess, were traffic signs to his character and should have prevented him
  getting as far as he did. The moment he made it in to the Lords should have been the moment our system realised that something needed doing about admission procedures to the Upper House.


  Having become a producer of best-selling fiction Archer was rich. Moreover, he was generous with money. By splashing it around socially he lured journalists who should have known better. He
  showed how easy it is, by offering free drink and the thought of access to glamour, to subvert the British elite. At the Conservative Party conference most years, and in central London, in his
  south bank flat overlooking the Thames, Archer was the most flamboyant host. Invitations to his parties  champagne and shepherds pie, a questionable combination  were greatly
  cherished by the impressionable and the disreputable. Lesser men and women fluttered towards Archer like moths towards an outside light in summer.


  The perjury that undid him, however, showed he was not entirely a figure of fun. It related to an infamous 1987 libel case against the Daily Star at which Archer won 500,000. The
  editor of the Star, who consequently lost his job, later died of a heart attack. Some said that he was broken by the case  the case in which Archer lied. It was also a case in which
  the presiding judge, a viciously uneven beak called Mr Justice Caulfield, held up to the jury the sainted figure of Archers wife Mary. Your vision of her probably will never
  disappear, said Caulfield, breaking the convention that summings-up should not be biased. Has she elegance? Has she fragrance? Would she have, without the strain of this trial,
  radiance? How would she appeal? Has she had a happy married life? Has she been able to enjoy, rather than endure, her husband Jeffrey? . . . Is he in need of cold, unloving, rubber-insulated sex in
  a seedy hotel round about quarter to one on a Tuesday morning after an evening at the Caprice?


  It was later reported that Mary and Jeffrey Archer were hardly sleeping together. Mary Archer could have clarified matters at the time of Caulfields summing-up. She did not.


  No further questions, mlud.


  
    
  


  2 Kenneth Baker


  Charming and mellifluous he may have been as a Cabinet minister. Some accused him of an unctuousness to rival that of nipple grease. Others
  forgave him his shortcomings in exchange for his delicious indiscretion. One thing Kenneth Baker could never be accused of, however, was being a mere agent of the people. There was something
  elevated, gamey, casually anti-democratic about him, something that made him more complicated and unpredictable than the routine-issue legislator. More destructive, too.


  Baker exuded paternalistic charity yet was simultaneously hungry for headlines. This is how he came to be responsible for two ill-considered changes to our law: the Dangerous Dogs Act of 1991
  and, five years earlier, the abolition of corporal punishment in Englands state schools. So: unpleasant dogs could be exterminated. Whole breeds were condemned with one sweep of his
  ministerial nib. Zero tolerance, not then much used as an expression, had to be shown to canines with an imperfect grasp of discipline. But dangerous youths? Vicious children?
  Out-of-control schoolboys? They could under no circumstances be caned or birched or hit on the knuckles, even if they were terrorising their classmates and persecuting their teachers (sometimes
  into early retirement, in one case to a violent death). And even though several members of the parliamentary Conservative Party paid good money to be treated thus in the corrective parlours of
  Soho!
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  Sophisticated Kenneth Baker, aesthete, wit and courtier, was a creature of the elite  the people who think they know better. He may have worshipped at the feet of the great Sheba,
  Margaret Thatcher, but he always did so with a sarcastic twinkle, sensing rightly that she was not as all-powerful or all-seeing as her sycophants and slovenly caricaturists supposed. Baker was
  alive to nuances of social disapproval from respectable voices. He would gossip with them afterwards, behind the arras, off microphone, about the sweatier, more yeomanlike and brutish
  elements in the Conservative Party. He may outwardly have been loyal to Mrs T, speaking up for her until the day she was binned, but with oily Kenneth we always sensed it was a game in which he
  knew the party line without ever quite supporting it in his bones.


  In the way that certain Wehrmacht officers in the Second World War wanted to be known as good Germans, Baker cherished good headlines from the upmarket newspapers which dressed to
  the Left: the Guardian, the Independent and parts of The Times. He was vulnerable to the sociologists and amateur shrinks who signed up to the anti-corporal punishment lobbies
   the Clare Rayners and the Joan Bakewells and the Ruby Waxes of this godawful world. The signatories to a pressure group called Children Are Unbeatable is as good a list of bien
  pensant London as exists. They could all of them benefit from six of the best.


  The caning ban came about in July 1986 when Baker was Education Secretary. It was the tightest of votes  231 versus 230  and would have gone the other way if several pro-whacking
  Tories had not been stuck in traffic and been unable to make it to the division in time. Did they chastise themselves afterwards for their failings? It is enough almost to bring tears to the
  eyes.


  In recent times Gordon Brown has earned a reputation as Macavity, such is his habit of being absent at telling moments, but Mrs Thatcher was almost as bad. On the night of the
  caning vote she abstained owing to a dinner engagement with Nancy Reagan, wife of the US President. So much for the Iron Lady. Progressive forces were delighted with Baker. Having
  prevented teachers from using the most effective weapon in their armoury, he then decided that they needed further training. Progressives were now in ecstasy. Ah, training! Todays
  all-purpose political get-out. When in doubt, when criticised, when needing to buy off a pressure group, offer more training. It creates jobs in the sector which is attacking you and it provides a
  line of argument to see off critics from elsewhere. Baker Days were therefore introduced, shortening teachers holidays and increasing the cost of education to the state.


  Baker was also afraid of bad headlines. As a politician who fancied himself adroit in such matters, he thought he could ride the bucks and kicks of the media pony. He thought, poor fool, that he
  could appease the tabloid newspaper editors. The Dangerous Dogs Act followed a spate of newspaper stories about dog attacks. Freelance journalists scoured their districts for stories which could be
  worked up into another dog-savages-child story. Fleet Streets news editors solved the problem of what to put on the front page by deciding there was a sudden emergency of
  killer dogs on the rampage.


  Up went the cry  invariably the wrong response  that something must be done. And with Kenneth Baker in charge (now as Home Secretary, having been promoted there to
  get him out of the way at Education) something was indeed done. Something kneejerk and pointlessly extreme. The breeding and trade of four types of dog were banned. Among them was the
  pit bull terrier  an animal which can be perfectly sociable, if a little exuberant, provided it has not been trained to fight. Dog experts said that Baker was mistaken. Baker was deaf to
  their pleas. Potentially dangerous breeds not only had to be muzzled but also had to be castrated or have their wombs scraped, and had to be fitted with microchips. Big Government demanded nothing
  less. Big Government should never be the Tory solution.


  Inevitably it was not long before the media outcry of killer dogs had been replaced by an equally lurid media outcry about dogs on death row and one particular mutt, name of
  Dempsey the Pit Bull, became the object of a national campaign for clemency. Cue the screech of brakes, much sudden wisdom after the event, numerous claims that we never intended this
  and the realisation that Baker had created a publicity nightmare and a rank bad policy which did not achieve what it intended.


  It is the same with his law against caning. In 1986 he assured us that caning produced more violent children. Since 1986 violence in schools has multiplied. Our streets are now roamed by feral
  youths who have never experienced the pain they inflict on the victims of their violence. They have never feared an adult, never been shamed into better conduct, never hesitated from a course of
  misconduct because they were worried about being caned. It may be only a coincidence but the demise of corporal punishment has been followed by a sharp rise in youth delinquency. Just as a majority
  of people, in 1986 opinion polls, said it would.


  Baker, unusually for a long-serving Cabinet minister, had three constituencies in his parliamentary career. For two years at the end of the 1960s he represented Acton. Then he took over from
  Quintin Hogg as MP for St Marylebone in 1970. When that seat was abolished in 1983 he nested himself in the new, safe Tory seat of Mole Valley. A longer connection with just one constituency might
  have made him a better MP. He might have been less reliant on the patronage of the party and developed a better instinct for sensible legislation rather than the numerous grotty stews he left as
  his endowment to the British people.


  
    
  


  3 Ed Balls


  What makes Ed Ballss eyes bulge? This may sound like the start of a dirty joke and it is an unkind question. The poor man may have an ocular
  problem. He may, for all we know, have raging constipation. But bulge they most certainly do, those eyes.


  Cabinet minister Balls is said to be fantastically clever, a master of strategy, a seer for the Centre Left. Despite these horizon-scanning gifts he looks permanently surprised, less the learned
  prophet than a man whose breakfast has just gone down the wrong way after receiving a nasty surprise from the electricity bill.


  This Balls, overlord of detail, marshal of Treasury statistics, begs to be taken as a serious man of the people. Those of us who apply ourselves to that task do not have an altogether easy time
  of things. Apart from the over-inflated optics there is the surname  Balls!  so inviting to low comedians and political opponents. You overcome that sort of burden only by ignoring
  it, but Balls is good at ignoring things. He is coated in a transparent varnish which sometimes makes him impervious to other points of view and to mocking laughter. Yet we can note that his wife
  Yvette, who is also a Labour MP and a minister, has chosen to sail under her maiden name of Cooper. A wise call.


  The Ballses are high Brahmins of the modern elite and it is their presumption, their lack of understanding for the lower orders of the country they casually think they will govern,
  which makes them such an insufferable and dangerous menace.


  Both studied at Harvard. They are economists. They used to write leader articles for newspapers with a high opinion of themselves (but rather smaller circulations) and were later crow-barred
  into safe Labour seats which would need little supervision. They claim vast amounts in expenses and allowances. Ed even took a chauffeur-driven government car 150 yards the other day.


  Their 1998 wedding was a high-level merger, attended by the grandees of New Labour and accorded the sort of publicity which respectful chronicles of the 1920s would give the nuptials of ducal
  offspring. It would be easy to mistake these two for children of privilege  an impression they go to some lengths to dispel. In Whos Who Mr Balls lists as his recreations
  playing football, the violin and with daughter Ellie. Mrs Balls, or Ms Cooper as we have already noted she prefers to be known, lists swimming, painting portraits (badly),
  watching soap operas. Savour the class awareness in those two collations, the skilful elision of proletarian football with intellectual, refined violin and the
  new-mannish mention of one of his children. With Ms Cooper there is the show of modesty (the badly in brackets) and then the insistence, with her soap operas, that she has a taste for
  populist pap on the television. Please, please, they are saying, do not think of us as aloof or spoiled. Think of us as ordinary people.


  With their accents, too, the Ballses seek to accentuate an unconvincing matey-ness. Ed (it is hardly ever Edward) speaks in a strangulated Mockney which manages to be both staccato and foggy. It
  is also peppered by delay phrases, by errrr and by little stammers. So bright! Yet so ineloquent! Yvette labours for a northern twang, making her short a even more
  aggressive when she is fighting off criticism. Few onlookers would guess that she was reared in southern England  in Hampshire, thank you  or that her husband, who loves to attack
  David Cameron for his public school background, himself attended a fee-paying school in Nottingham and that his father is a university professor.


  This background to the Ballses sits comfortably with their political record of nanny knows best interference. From the start of the Blair Government in 1997 Balls was a
  decision-maker at the Treasury, answerable only to his patron Gordon Brown. Many of the schemes and themes of the Brown budgets can be credited to Balls. It is not just Brown who loves complicated
  welfare policies which test the brainpower of the innocent citizen and clog up the machinery of government. It is also Balls. The nonsense of tax credits? Classic Balls. The anti-parliamentary
  shenanigans of stealth taxation, whereby clarity of tax policy becomes apparent only days after the Budget has been announced to the House of Commons? Yet more Balls.


  We can see his working methods apparent in the Education Department  a Whitehall fiefdom which, with classic Balls opaqueness, has been renamed Schools, Children and
  Families. Grandeur oozing from his every pore, he announced the first ever Childrens Plan for British youngsters. This included the idea that all teachers in all British
  schools should in future be entitled to study up to Masters level at university, courtesy of the Government. Does every kindergarten teacher in the land really need to be an MA? Think of the
  extra costs: the money needed not only to keep teachers at university long enough for them to gain an MA, but also the higher wages they will feel they deserve once they have that title. The
  Ballses have a fetish for qualifications and certificates. These almost always mean higher costs to the state  and therefore higher taxes. Tsk! Fret not. The public will pay. They always
  do.


  Cooper, who in private is said to be contemptuous of Labour backbenchers (mere elected boobies? Pah!), also has this mania for interference. She pushed through Parliament the Bill which made
  Home Information Packs compulsory in property sales. These HIPs introduced a whole new inspectorate  an entire bureaucratic regiment which owes its existence to the Ballses and
  to the vast, multi-tendrilled state they feed  and have added hundreds of pounds to the cost of property transactions. Form filling, cost incurring, pointless job creating: thats the
  Ballses for you. This deadly duo are just getting into their stride and will no doubt be running our lives for many years to come.


  After you with that cyanide, Perkins.


  
    
  


  4 Peter Bazalgette


  Television producer Peter Bazalgette is pretty upfront about it: hes in it for the money. With programmes such as Big Brother
  and Ground Force and Changing Rooms his creative imperative has not been art or journalistic exposure or some vocational belief that the electronic media might educate the population.
  Profits, moolah, cash, ka-ching, ka-ching. That, as one of the participants in Bazalgettes low-grade programmes might say, is what makes his todger tingle. Sod society. So long as big
  brother Baz gets rich.


  When it comes to television Peter Bazalgette is a libertarian, opposed to regulation, impatient of convention or peer opinion. He is scornful of the idea that the viewing masses might benefit
  from a little light elevation and dismisses his many critics as snobs, miserable puritans, a cultural elite. But as goodtime girl Mandy Rice-Davies said in
  the Profumo-era court case, He would say that, wouldnt he? Here, after all, is a public school, Cambridge University-educated man whose income comes from trash and whose
  journalistic hero is . . . Kelvin McKenzie. Here is the English National Opera board director who lives in a smart house on Notting Hill and has a country spread in the West Country, yet is happy
  to impose on terrestrial TV viewers the idea that a few berks crushed into a small space in the east of London somehow represent the future of modern Britain.
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  Screw the rest of you. So long as big brother Baz creams off his emoluments and makes his millions of quid.


  Bazalgettes programmes are brain rot  highly successful brain rot, it must be said, but brain rot all the same  and they have become progressively sillier as he has become
  addicted to profits. In the year 2000 that process reached a socially cancerous moment when Big Brother was first shown on Channel 4. This is the same, publicly owned Channel 4 which was set
  up by the Government, and given the rare privilege of a broadcasting licence, to produce high-quality and diverse programming. Bazalgette himself should know the requirements of that
  licence. He has been a non-executive director of Channel 4, after all, even while being one of the channels major suppliers. Nice.


  Big Brother takes a handful of odd people, mostly between the ages of twenty and thirty, and subjects them to round-the-clock filming. The age focus is one of the shows key
  ingredients and one of its key evils. Big Brother contestants limit their conversation to the narrow interests of their own age group. They seldom learn anything from their fellow inmates
  because there is seldom anyone noticeably older or wiser in the group.


  Some of them are close to being mentally unstable. Sometimes the whole lot of them are celebrities, which only seems to increase the likelihood of emotional oddness. The way these
  locked-up creatures interact gives the programme its story. If they are polite to one another and stare out of the window, saying not very much, they are left on the cutting-room floor by the
  editors and do not become famous (and therefore rich). If they scream and shout and are vile to one another they receive lots of coverage and, more than likely, end up as a celebrity
  all in their own right. Guess which option they choose.


  Big Brother may claim to offer a face of real Britain but in its age selections and the concentration on showy characters with an oiky attitude it is no more
  real than stage blood. Bazalgette, with a little justification, says that the programme holds up a mirror to our country and shows us what we have become. That, however, is a
  disingenuous and increasingly circular argument in that it ignores the legitimising nature of TV and the fact that Big Brother is now helping to create this society. Once viewers have seen
  forms of behaviour on the telly they suppose that they must be OK. When viewers listen to the gormless, profanity-laden witterings of the twenty -somethings on the TV screen they
  think they need not bother to mind their language or attempt to become more eloquent. Big Brother cements into the public imagination the idea that we really are a nation of urban,
  childless, sexually incontinent dullards. Bazalgette, the behind-the-scenes circusmaster, may himself be terribly civilised, with the pukka accent and flawless manners of a privileged patrician,
  but it is as though he is determined that no one else should be like that. It is as though he is fuelled by some destructive desire to get his own back on this ruptured society and condemn it to
  even greater anti-intellectualism and long-term weakness.


  Bazalgette started his TV life as a researcher on Thats Life, a show not without merit but brushed by a slightly hysterical belief in consumer rights. Was that where he plotted the
  downfall of these troglodytes who phoned in with their photographs of misshapen vegetables and their sorry tales of being defrauded by bad conmen? Where was Bazalgettes libertarian instinct
  then? Should he not have been an advocate of caveat emptor? That, after all, is his stance on viewers of Big Brother.


  After Thats Life he graduated to Food and Drink, the programme which among other things gave us that monster Jilly Goolden, she of the ridiculous wine descriptions as she
  squirted cheap vino round the back of her horsey gums. Bazalgette himself is an ostentatious gastronome yet he claimed, with Food and Drink, to be trying to democratise food. He is also
  sometimes credited with inventing celebrity chefs. This is not quite true, given that Fanny Cradock was around in the 1950s, but he certainly helped to project a new breed of
  media-savvy cooks canny enough to ride the publicity pony.


  And then came Ground Force, which started with a vague aim of showing viewers how to do some gardening but soon narrowed in on Charlie Dimmocks boobs and Tommy Walshs London
  bluffness. Changing Rooms was Ground Forces indoors cousin, as cheap as the modern shelving units and lurid paint colours which featured so consistently in the series. It even
  had a Cockney carpenter just like Tommy Walsh. Unoriginal? Yes. But as Baz likes to say, spin-offs make so much more money. Bottom line, old boy. And devil take the consequences. He may be a
  descendant of the man who built some of Londons sewers but, as Stephen Fry has said, he is now pumping the shit back into the homes of Britain.


  Both Ground Force and Changing Rooms operated on the supposition that old must be bad and new must be better. Change was a non-negotiable, and it had to be quick change. The idea
  that evolution might be preferable, or that craftsmanship might take more than a few hours, was absent from these frenetic, deadline-obsessed programmes. Home -owners were dictated to by experts,
  many of whom, incidentally, were the most appalling, modernist snobs who insisted on fashion and the despotism of design. Peter Bazalgette, so opposed to snobbery in TV
  criticism, did not mind. He was too busy counting his notes.


  To call Bazalgette a parent of reality TV is not quite right because the true begetters of the trash, the sub-mental muck, the idiotic smog which passes for so much mainstream TV nowadays, are
  the viewers. They, or rather we, are responsible for the existence of such fare. But Bazalgette and his ilk are the midwives.


  Peter Bazalgette claims that he produces no brow television. Is that really a description for a show such as Fear Factor, in which contestants at one point had to eat horse
  entrails? Maybe it is. Or maybe we have become so paralysed by anti-elitism that we are foolishly reluctant to embrace the concept of snobbery. Maybe terrestrial television programmers
  should be snobs. Maybe they should try to civilise the seething, drunken, Hogarthian populace of twenty-first-century Britain. Maybe, instead of holding up a mirror to society, public TV
  channels should try to save, salvage, redeem and rescue their woefully under-cultured audiences. A little more judgementalism may be the only way we can repair our broken kingdom.


  
    
  


  5 Richard Beeching


  Yarde Halt, Sharpness, Wressle, Arthog; Stepney, Ainsdale, Ripon, Ince. Early in 1963 these were just some of the evocative names which
  appeared on a long list of railway stations to be closed. It was published by the Ministry of Transport and the headlines in the following days newspapers read AXED.


  Yarde Halt, Sharpness and Co. were branch-line stations, many of them small, rural concerns which, the Ministry said, would have to be shut to make the national railway economical.
  With one scratch of that Whitehall nib much of rural Britain lost its link with the rail network. Lines which had been built by earlier generations were ripped up and left to grass. All that toil,
  all those cuttings and embankments, tunnels and bridges  brushed into the bin like cold leftovers.


  The list of targeted stations, in its own way as melancholy as the names on a village war memorial, was the work of an accountant known for his spacious three-piece suits, shoe-brush moustache
  and an unswerving belief in the bottom line. His name: Richard Beeching.


  Just typing that name fills ones fingertips with rage. Dr Beeching  later, inevitably, Lord Beeching  was a short-termist dunderhead, a bean-counter to beat all
  bean-counters, a figures man disinclined to think beyond the end of a balance sheet. His decision to cut 100,000 jobs and to close 2,000 railway stations, along with 5,000 miles of rail track which
  had been built at the cost of countless navvies lives, was one of the most anti-progressive steps of the last fifty years. To this day there are traffic jams and bottlenecks which can be
  traced to Beeching. Pollution is higher than it need be, thanks to Beeching. Suburban sprawl is bigger, the highlands of Wales and Scotland more deprived, and hundreds of thousands of commuters
  unhappier than they should be  thanks to bloody Beeching.


  An early example of the time and motion man, he was a physicist (the doctorate was from the Imperial College of Science and Technology, London). After shuffling paper for the Ministry of Supply
  during the Second World War the always well-fed Beeching joined ICI and worked in man-made fibres. He was a member of something called the Terylene Council, whose meetings must have cooked up a
  right unpleasant fug in warm weather. Not that Beeching was one for sweaty man-made fibres himself. Oh no, sir! This old grammar school boy liked to cloak his chubby limbs in Savile Rows
  finest weeds. A proper dandy he was, in broad-gusseted trews and tailored waistcoats. A fob watch was slung from its lower quarters, the better to keep an eye on workers punctuality. Asked
  once why he felt so many railway stations were dirty he replied that it was because the public were filthy.


  In 1960 Ernest Marples, the Conservative Governments Transport Secretary (whose other triumphs included the introduction of yellow lines and parking meters), was talked into applying
  modern management practices to the railways. As today, modern management practices was a euphemism for bring in some consultants and get them to recommend
  widespread job losses which I, as a politician, could not myself propose. Beeching, with his scientists grim reductions, his abacus brain, his slavish devotion to the task, was the
  man for the job. He was that dread creature, a skilful committee man, a man who knew how to work the system and get things done. Beeching, once he had been fired from
  the quarterdeck, became a deadly missile. Marples had created an ogre.


  Within minutes, it seemed, Beeching had been appointed chairman of the new British Railways Board. He demanded a salary to match what he said he had been paid at ICI. It was 24,000 a
  year, huge money for the time.


  Profit, profit, profit: that was his mantra (with its offstage chorus, and bugger the consequences for the long-term national interest). Never mind that no other railway in Western
  Europe was making money. Never mind that rail track, once ripped up, would never be relaid and that a prized inheritance from the Victorians would be lost for ever. Profit, profit, profit, barked
  the fat man in the waistcoat as he sat in the first-class compartment of lovely old trains up and down the land, scowling at the peasants who used them, twitching in resentment at the old-world
  charm of the rural stations and their communities.


  Seaside resorts were grievously hit in the cuts. Rail freight was ruined for thousands of small companies. Commuters in the Midlands had their trains almost wiped out. Let them
  drive, argued Beeching the polluter. He also invented the concept of that most depressing of lifeforms, the rail bus.


  This menace, this foolish, insistent slasher-and-burner seemed to revel in becoming, as he did in near record time, public enemy number one. Awash in his own public-pay gravy he
  was determined to deny it to others. It was as though he took a perverse pleasure in his pessimistic forecasts and their ill-judged consequences.


  Beeching damaged our transport network so badly that it suffers to this day from his malign meddling. He died in 1985, aged seventy-one, too early to see the late twentieth centurys huge
  rise in numbers of rail users, too early to witness the gridlock which has come to Englands roads. He never looked much of a man for saying sorry, but he also died too early to
  utter an apology for the monumental error which cost us thousands of our rustic halts and wrecked the reach of the truly national rail system, once and for ever.


  
    
  


  6 John Birt


  Two short words convey the waffling mediocrity of the British Establishment in these early years of the twenty-first century: Baron
  Birt.


  Rubberised shoes, an Armani suit, fashionable spectacle frames, sparse hair trendily mown; between two sideburns, so silly on a man aged sixty-three, is slung a wide mouth from which stream
  fluent platitudes, rendered near incomprehensible by jargon. Here is John Birt, or to give him his full, corniced moniker, Baron Birt of Liverpool in the County of Merseyside.


  Poor Liverpool. Think of the poets, the musicians, the brilliantly witty drinkers and amateur polemicists who have sprung from that great citys loins. Yet here is a world-class bore,
  raiding some of Merseysides glory to stick in his lordly title. He should be done for trading under false pretences, if nothing else.


  But there are other, more grave charges to lay at the splayed feet of this plodding windbag. He is the man who turned the BBC into a bean-counting Babel. He is the Olympian crasher, obsessed
  with systems and procedures and power diagrams and channels of accountability, whose idea of television journalism is for a reporter to reach conclusions before setting out for the front line. He
  is also the gallumphing meddler who made it his business to inject some blue skies thinking into Tony Blairs Downing Street. Ah, blue skies thinking  the
  smart way of describing the ancient art of rotating the tip of one thumb around another, while staring out of the window, thinking of steamed marmalade pudding.
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  Birt the Bore spent the 1960s and early 1970s in pretty interesting company. He mixed with Mick Jagger and David Frost. This only makes his dullness all the more baffling. He has had
  opportunities which should make him a fountain of spontaneity. There is no excuse for Birt as he is, which is colourless, disapproving, an agent of dreariness. He is even, for Gods sake,
  a friend of Cilla Black. What on earth does chattering sparrow Cilla see in this prolix misery?


  With that other world-beating buttonholer Peter Jay (who went on to become Robert Maxwells chief flunkey), Birt wrote a series of worthy articles in The Times a generation and a
  half ago. These asserted the importance of TV journalists having a mission to explain. What did that mean? Good question! But in short Birt felt that a TV reporter should, before
  going out with a camera, have a clear view of what he or she wanted to find. In cricket they call this sort of approach the pre-selected shot. In journalism it can perhaps be called
  finding the pictures to suit your theory.


  Birt became Director-General of the BBC after managing to give enough members of the ruling Conservative Party the impression that he was a free-market man who would make life awkward for the
  BBC lefties. He introduced an internal market which multiplied bureaucracy and forced BBC cost centres to charge one another for services they had always provided
  without any paperwork. Result: a boom in the number of book-keepers and clerks and accountants employed by the BBC. Producers were obliged to use independent-sector facilities when they were
  cheaper. Result: huge numbers of BBC staff resigned, set up independent production companies, and made a mint because the corporation was no longer able to staff the facilities they used to
  run.


  On Birts arrival in 1992 the BBC spent 300 million on overheads. When he left a decade later the figure was 500 million. This man wasnt an agent of free-market
  rationalisation. He was a state megalith-maker.


  Birt was also Director-General when an edict was passed round that journalists should not probe the sex lives of government ministers, even if there was a public-interest case for doing so. This
  was decided after Peter Mandelson was outed on screen by Matthew Parris. Birt was an old, platonic friend of Mandelson. There was no direct proof that he had been responsible for the edict 
  it was attributed instead to the BBCs chief political adviser (now theres a Stalinist title). But if Birt had been in any way linked to this censoring edict it would
  have been quite wrong, especially when the Government was passing significant gay rights laws. Similarly, it would have been quite wrong if Mandelson  out of some form of gratitude 
  was involved in Birt being offered a position at 10 Downing Street after he left the BBC. Did Birt get his job as a personal adviser to Blair simply on merit? Of course he did! Perfidy on anyone
  saying otherwise. As a Downing Street policy wonk he was said to be influential, yet he was certainly shy. The idea of him appearing before MPs to account for himself at a select committee was long
  resisted. What happened to his own mission to explain?


  When Birt talks it is as though each word has been inspected for sobriety before it leaves his lips. His mouth makes a light smacking sound as he speaks, an affliction often found in those who
  do not drink enough (he is, needless to say, an abstemious jogger). He also wriggles his nose ever so slightly as he talks, as though his nostrils have detected some stench of inefficient
  management in the room. Birt affects an interest in football but it is hard to know if this is simply out of a desire to appear interesting or one of the Labour boys. He is, meanwhile, a
  surprisingly enthusiastic swordsman, having lost his first wife in the divorce courts after admitting to adultery. However does he manage it? Bores them into bed, maybe.


  He has paid heavily to be a statist lead-weight. Soon after he became Director-General the press learned that he was in fact employed as a consultant  with all the attendant tax breaks.
  He was even writing the services of his wife off against tax  her services, let us hurriedly note, as a secretary. This status as a freelance was found impolitic, out of keeping with the
  public service standing of the D-G, and Birt reluctantly became a staff employee of the BBC. This meant he had to sell LWT shares which in turn lost him a benefit of several million pounds when LWT
  was sold to Granada. So: a bore and a loser.


  But worst of all, John Birt is the prime exponent of a whole realm of management robots. Private Eye magazine calls it Birtspeak, the jargon of all time-wasting bureaucrats. His 1999
  Framework to the BBC Cathedral management diagram, a classic of the genre, contained ten arrows, eight circles, five solid-lined boxes, five broken-lined boxes, and a welter of obtuse
  clichs. Or how about this BBC Broadcast Intranet Strategy Statement from the same era? It begins:


  
    
      The Overall Broadcast Communication Strategy visions a more open and listening environment for Broadcast staff, bringing the Broadcast family closer together through the
      availability of timely, accurate and relevant data using a number of tools. The Communication Strategy promotes direct face to face communication as the prime management tool for delivering
      messages. The most significant indirect tool envisioned is the Broadcast Intranet. It is seen as a supporting mechanism to enable ongoing daily activities which will continue to be driven by
      the more personal delivery of strategic measures via the management structure.

    

  


  Got that?


  Or take this 1995 advertisement for a BBC Corporate Breakthrough Adviser. The successful candidate would


  
    
      align Breakthrough more closely with business needs; support the existing network of advisers and facilitators; work with Business Unit Heads and other managers who want to
      develop their use of team-based problem solving; help sponsoring managers set up teams; facilitate individual teams; deliver adviser and facilitator training; building awareness of the value
      and successes of Breakthrough.

    

  


  Workshops, practical learning experiences, collaborative teamwork, away days, internal communications, management training co-ordinators, feedback participants, tutored skills practice 
  all these horrors of modern British office life mushroomed because Birt was getting away with such drivel at the BBC. When our most important national media outfit, supposed clear voice of the
  nation, is paralysed by such jargon, is it any surprise the rest of corporate Britain has been taken hostage by the bullshitters?


  
    
  


  7 Frank Blackmore


  Next time politicians are addressing the unlovely subject of Britishness they should think mini roundabouts. Is
  there any truer symbol of our country today?


  Mini roundabouts are suburban, bossy little objects. They are imposed on us from on high, ostensibly for our own good (but just as possibly because they create work for consultants). Their
  introduction involves great cost and prolonged upheaval at the end of which you are left with a small lump, little bigger than an upturned saucer, on the Queens highway.


  On first consideration mini roundabouts look democratic. A passing socialist could no doubt draft a thesis claiming mini roundabouts as tools of the class war. These dented nipples in the
  roadway may indeed look like a device to allow one car, one chance. It may seem as though they allow each vehicle to have its turn, without preferment. The phutty Ford Ka or the
  sagging Datsun Cherry, laden with immigrants, can have as much of a voice at the mini roundabout as the millionaires purring Lexus. Is that not an achievement?


  Be not deceived. Mini roundabouts are a menace. They are an aesthetic blot. They kill the spirit of the road. And they cause car sickness, as the pongy interior of many a family hatchback will
  confirm.


  They were invented by a 1960s Ministry of Transport boffin, Frank Blackmore. It may seem harsh to include Mr Blackmore in this sort of book. He was only doing his job. He was maybe even
  acting under orders, as the saying goes. But life is a merciless business. He it was who devised the equation Q=N/t (in which Q is the flow, N is the average number of vehicles in the
  system at any moment and t is the average time taken by any vehicle to pass through the system). Do pay attention at the back of the class.


  Comrade Blackmore believed that his invention would have us all zipping around town in our Hillman Imps. But did he envisage how prevalent mini roundabouts would become? Last summer my family
  and I spent two wet weeks in Brittany. The place has been near wrecked by mini roundabouts. Bloody things. They were everywhere. Mini roundabouts are the new vice Anglais.


  Blackmore created a monster, as anyone who has visited Swindons Magic Roundabout junction  a moonscape of mini roundabouts all stuck together  will agree. The
  mini roundabout has run amok. Mini roundabouts have replaced ancient crossroads, once site of the gibbet and the wind-gnarled oak, more recently a place of sporting judgement. At crossroads you had
  to time your leap, gun your engine, make tyres squeal. We could not all be Nigel Mansell but we could at least get the adrenaline pumping by darting out in front of an oncoming juggernaut. Why
  should only Mr Toad have some fun at the wheel?


  At a crossroads, moreover, you have a sense of one road being senior to another. Should the busy A road not have priority over the piddling country lane? Not at a mini roundabout it
  doesnt. Heavy traffic has to screech to a halt for even just one vehicle. Mini roundabouts are the very opposite of democratic. They are the many bending to the few. We should have no truck
  with them.


  
    
  


  8 Tony Blair


  Thursday, 28 June 2007. It is 10.34 a.m., an hour when specks of morning dust still dance in slanting shafts of sunlight. An announcement is
  made to a sparsely filled House of Commons. The Rt Hon. Member for Sedgefield (Tony Blair) has accepted the office of Steward and Bailiff of Her Majestys Three Chiltern Hundreds of
  Stoke, Desborough and Burnham in the County of Buckinghamshire.


  A wigged clerk scratches in his ledger. A couple of the Hon. Members scattered around the Chamber make lightly satirical grunts. Mister Speaker gathers the broad sleeves of his gold-hemmed gown,
  quietly croaks Order, and calls for the start of Questions to the Secretary of State for Education and Skills and his ministerial colleagues. First up is the Minister for Higher
  Education and Lifelong Learning, a low-wattage lightbulb burning under the name of Bill Rammell. The question, as I recall, concerns a proposed boycott of Israel by polytechnic lecturers and their
  ilk.


  Just twenty-two hours earlier Tony Blair had been the First Lord of the Treasury. At his last Prime Ministers Questions he was given an unprecedented ovation by the entire House. Yet now,
  as Thursdays business proceeds, there is almost a feel of morning after the day before. The news concerning Blairs instant departure certainly has a taste worthy of a
  hangover day. It is sour, slightly acid and leaves many people musing we will never, ever do that again.


  As Prime Minister, Blair was one of the few men on the planet able to order a nuclear weapons strike on a foreign nation. This Blair controlled the destiny of billions of pounds worth of
  public money. He ran a vast network of patronage and official intelligence. He was a prized guest of the White House in Washington, DC. His name and image were known to perhaps three-quarters of
  the adult human beings on Earth.


  More than any of those, Blair the International Politician was an elected Member of the British Parliament. If he had not been an MP he would not have been able to do any of his great swanking.
  It was from his membership of this place  this place he was now so quickly spurning  that he derived his power. Yet within hours of surrendering his seals of office he decided to quit
  Parliament, too. Couldnt be bothered. House of Commons? Nah.


  The archaic stewardship of the Chiltern Hundreds is one of the limited number of emergency exits from the Commons. History, you see, has generally taken the view that membership of the Commons
  is not only a privilege but also a duty. It should not be viewed as a job but as something more vocational, almost pastoral. Chiltern Hundreds stewards, however, may not also
  be MPs. So at the first chance Blair had done something unmatched by his recent predecessors. He had given up on his parliamentary obligations.


  John Major, Margaret Thatcher, Jim Callaghan, Ted Heath, Harold Wilson: all, after leaving 10 Downing Street, remained in the House of Commons. They felt they owed it to the place. They
  respected the symbolism of a premier returning to the backbenches, knowing that this emphasised the parliamentary character of our democracy and, perhaps, that it was a good reminder of the
  transience of power. It is from the people that politicians derive their right to make laws. To sit on the green leather benches is to represent the electors who have made their personal choice.
  This is why we retain a constituency system. This is why we do not have a president.


  The electors of Sedgefield, nave darlings, had voted for Blair in 2005 in the expectation that he would be their MP for a full parliament. He dumped them, just as he dumped Labour Party
  supporters nationally who had thought he would serve a full third term.


  Had Blair remained a parliamentarian he would be obliged to disclose his outside earnings (7 million and rising), interests and patrons. Any free holidays he received would need to be
  declared. Any little freebies secured by him or his wife, ditto. Then there was the tiresome business of having to attend to constituents petitions and pleas. Quelle yawn.
  Cmon, guys. Ive been Prime Minister fercrissake. Why would I want to hang around for another two to three years helping poor people with their pathetic problems and their pathetic
  lives? Please. Ive got the chance of an international role in the Middle East thanks to my friend George Bush. Think Im gonna turn that down, particularly given the fat expenses and a
  great pad in Jerusalem? And all the money Im gonna make?


  Sir Edward Heath did not just hang around a few years in Parliament. He remained so long that he became Father of the House. Sir John Major became a forceful speaker from the backbenches. James
  Callaghan saw it as a matter of honour to continue serving the people who had sent him to Westminster. Later he moved to the House of Lords, where he was a regular attender, like Margaret Thatcher.
  Not only is Parliament strengthened by the presence of such former prime ministers. The ex-PMs show themselves to have some modesty, to be genuinely interested in the legislative process and to
  have the basic decency to stay with the institution which made them.


  But not our Blair. Perhaps he felt it would demean him to sit on the backbenches. Perhaps he could not bear the thought of the coarse ruffians he would have to count for his neighbours. Perhaps
  he felt that, after the numerous measures his Government took to diminish the House of Commons, there was no point sitting in such a reduced assembly and he might as well think about running for
  the presidency of Europe. It was Blair, dont forget, who guillotined a record number of bills, who introduced deferred votes, who did away with biweekly PMQs, who got Britain to swallow the
  EU constitutional settlement which created the big presidential job. It was Blair who misled Parliament about going to war in Iraq, who mocked Parliaments traditions and formalities and its
  old-fashioned obsession with detail. Detail? Pah! Thats only for weirdos.


  There is a good, rough word to describe Tony Blair but we had better not write it out here in full. Let us just say that hes a selfish w***** and that hell be forgotten about long
  before Westminster vanishes from the political map.


  
    
  


  9 David Blunkett


  When obituarists sit down to assess the lifes work of David Blunkett, which of his many achievements will they place in the opening
  paragraph? Will Blunkett be remembered primarily as the man who with two ill-considered policies helped cause the immigration explosion at the start of the twenty-first century? Was he not also the
  Education Secretary who overloaded schoolteachers with Citizenship classes? Just as he was the Home Secretary who had the wheeze of cut-price police officers who proved to be so
  scared of the public that they would not even confront thirteen-year-old troublemakers. What rich pickings Blunkett has left us.


  We Brits used to laugh at the police in other countries  those traffic cops chewing gum in New York City, or Spains old Policia Nacional, lazy lumps in brown uniforms who were
  nicknamed los maderos (the logs). Italy had its dozy Polizia di Stato, caps pushed to the backs of their tousled heads as they posed beside dented blue Lancias and watched the girls go by.
  What clots those foreign police were. They may have worn guns in the holsters of their gold-braided outfits but they never looked as though they could stop a criminal. Only the elite police squads
  had to be feared when you were abroad. The rest were a joke. Not like solid Mister Plod. Not like the dutiful British bobby.
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  Then Blunkett, the worst Home Secretary for many decades, had a bright idea. He was taking heat for not putting more coppers on the beat. He yearned to be able to claim that the Government had
  invested many more millions on policing than its predecessor. And so he came up with the idea of PCSOs  Police Community Support Officers, or Blunketts
  Bobbies. Blunketts boobies, more like. When these plastic Plods were born the idea of a consistently competent police force was lost.


  There is a good reason police, since the days of Peel, have worn a uniform. It conveys the idea that they conform to shared standards. One for all and all for one  that sort of thing. The
  uniform showed that they were part of a national force with one aim. With PCSOs this idea was ruptured.


  PCSOs, some of whom are as young as sixteen, receive little basic training. Unlike proper policemen and -women they are allowed to strike. They can hand out spot fines for litter, cycling on
  footpaths and other petty offences, but they may hold suspects only for thirty minutes. Half an hour? Its hardly long enough to get through the various holding pens of the centralised police
  switchboards telephone tree. In their lookalike outfits they could so easily be mistaken from a distance for a real policeman, and yet they are nothing of the sort.


  These non-rozzers are not feared by even sub-teen urchins who casually flick them V-signs or cry, Yeah, and wot you gonna do about it? if a PCSO tries to tick them off for bad
  behaviour. There have been cases where the feebleness of the PCSOs has been more serious. In Manchester a ten-year-old, Jordan Lyon, drowned in a lake even though two PCSOs were on the scene. They
  were too worried about health and safety to leap in to rescue the boy. In Plymouth two PCSOs went to an educational home after a report of trouble. The officers, soon after arriving, locked
  themselves in a room rather than face down the miscreant, a thirteen-year-old boy. Their timidity was excused on the grounds that they were not trained to deal with violent
  confrontations. Police Commander Chris Bourlet said that PCSOs are instructed not to intervene directly in violent situations. This was after a fifty-nine-year-old woman had to
  come to the rescue of a middle-aged man who was being beaten up by a gang of women in London while the PCSOs stood behind a tree. One can imagine their knees knocking like Scooby Doo and Shaggy
  after seeing a ghost. When the woman complained about the PCSOs inaction, Commander Bourlet said, It is clear . . . that the role performed by the PCSOs . . . did not meet your
  expectations. It was the language of a sweet manufacturer responding to complaints about the quality of a bar of milk chocolate.


  What is the point of dressing someone up to look vaguely like a police officer, and putting police in their title, if they are not able to cope with a small degree of violence? Is
  violence not likely to be present in a large number of police situations? Given their propensity to call for urgent help at the first sign of trouble, should PCSOs not perhaps be renamed PC-SOS?
  Thats SOS for Save Our cotton Socks.


  Now to immigration. Blunkett liked to present himself as a tough-talking sort of Home Secretary, a white, working-class man who spoke the unpalatable truth and who represented rightwing Labour,
  shouting up for the common man. Two decisions made when he was at the Home Office were the very opposite of tough, or rightwing. In 2002 he trebled work permits for immigrants. His claim that this
  would reduce the number of asylum seekers proved not to be true  for a reason that should have been obvious to him. The countries producing asylum seekers were, with the exception of China,
  completely different from those producing applications for work permits. If there had been turnstiles at the airport arrivals of Britain they would have been rotating like the wheels of a speeding
  Aston Martin.


  A year later, in 2003, Blunkett could have imposed a transition period for immigrants from the new EU states from Eastern Europe when they joined the following year. These are poor countries
  where the disparity in wages with Western Europe made it obvious (to all but Blunkett) that there would be a stampede for the low-paid jobs in Britain. Blunketts failure to do so resulted in
  heavy immigration, so great that schools and hospitals in some parts of the land have been run ragged. Immigration has made the housing shortage worse. It has created racial tensions. The one thing
  that can be said in Blunketts favour is that at least some of these immigrants have managed to find work as PCSOs. In more serious vein, the true beneficiaries of Blunketts policy
  have been unscrupulous employers and the British National Party.


  In this broken country which Blunketts ill-guided policies have helped to create, the concept of British decency has shrivelled. Fear not. Blunkett, at the urging of his old university
  teacher Sir Bernard Crick, had a solution. They would be taught Citizenship. These new lessons would extol the virtues of politicians and our political system (the same system which
  allowed Blunkett to keep a grace and favour London house long after he had left the Cabinet). These courses, for which teachers had to be taken from other subjects and trained at vast expense,
  would distract children from more demanding disciplines such as physics or chemistry or foreign languages, the teaching of which is at a parlous low. But since when has quality mattered in our
  state schools? The education system is run for the convenience of ministers. Citizenship would allow Blunkett and other Labour politicians to be able to point to an initiative and
  thus parry criticisms. Never mind that the useful parts of Citizenship were already taught in the better history lessons. It would let the political elite define desirable ideals,
  tell pupils they should not be racist or sexist or xenophobic. Such enlightened qualities might be spread more efficiently and interestingly by any good arts course, but that would not give the
  minister something to brag about.


  In a rare triple whammy David Blunkett helped cock up immigration, law enforcement and education. What a guy!


  
    
  


  10 Rhodes Boyson


  Bad decisions in politics are bastards. Forgive the strong language, but when politicians realise a mistake has been made it soon becomes
  hard to be sure of the parentage of that decision. Which minister was responsible for such a cretinous mistake? Whose appalling idea was that? Silence all round.


  One such howler was the sale of school games fields over the past quarter of a century. The National Playing Fields Association, which nowadays labours under the name of Fields In Trust
  (acronym, oh dear, FIT), is unable to say which particular genius in Whitehall or Westminster dreamed up selling thousands of acres of games fields. There are various candidates and various
  measures from both Conservative and Labour governments. But a parliamentary answer from 1981 may help us to establish at least one of the leading guilty men. His name: Dr Rhodes Boyson.


  Who was this Boyson (he took a PhD from the London School of Economics and liked to use his doctorate, always a bad sign)? Well, he was Member of Parliament for Brent North, a suburban London
  seat. He was a former headmaster who sported a pair of ridiculous muttonchop whiskers. Boyson, who was later knighted and stuck on the Privy Council, fancied himself a blunt-talking Northerner, a
  rightwinger from the school of hard knocks, and something of an unlikely dandy. He tended to drop into his political arguments his experience of life from the sharp end of schoolmastering. If he
  addressed the electorate in the manner he must once have disciplined his pupils, that was perhaps only to be expected. Once a chalk pinger, always a chalk pinger.


  This ex-pedagogue should, surely, have been alive to the benefits of school games. Surely his experience of the classroom and the school sports field had shown him that nothing calms an
  over-exuberant boy quite like an afternoon on the football, rugby or cricket pitch. With some shy children, some non-bookish children, games can be a lifeline. They bring out a youngsters
  character and can nurture a sense of purpose and general bottom. Playing fields are also the place where a teacher can connect with a child for the first time and later use that connection in
  lessons. Games build school spirit. Games keep children lean and alert. Games are fun and can prevent would-be truants from sloping away from school.


  These things should have been obvious to any politician. Yet although the Labour Party made playing field sales a campaigning issue before the 1997 general election, sales of school land have
  continued, leaving increasing numbers of pupils without easy access to grass, mud and goalposts. At the same time we have seen a vast increase in teenage fatness and fecklessness. The two are
  related.


  The legislation which made playing field sales possible was the School Premises Regulations 1981. It set minimum requirements for playing fields in relation to the number of children on the
  school roll. This led, inadvertently but very predictably, to state schools and local education authorities being able to declare that land beyond the minimum was surplus to requirements. Margaret
  Thatchers Conservatives were backed by the housebuilding industry. Hey presto, the Thatcher Government worked on a presumption in favour of developing such surplus land.


  By 2002 some responsibility for school games fields rested with a quango called Sport England but some idiot there decided that in many instances selling off playing fields was OK if new indoor
  sports facilities were provided. This misguided policy, until recently overseen by John Prescott in the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, and Richard Caborn as Minister for Sport, persists
  today.


  But the mood was set back in 1981 when Boyson was Parliamentary Under-Secretary at the Department of Education. On 16 November 1981 Labours Denis Howell asked the Government what advice
  he offered to education authorities on the sale of school playing fields. The task of replying fell to our muttonchop-whiskered friend. Boysons reply talked of the high cost of
  maintaining surplus playing fields and enthused about how rationalisation of school provision in the light of falling rolls can sensibly involve the sale of surplus schools and
  land. If we cut through the political verbiage this is in effect saying: There are not as many children at school as there were a couple of years ago. Were therefore completely
  unfussed about seeing games fields flogged off to developers. It should mean the Chancellor wont have to give so much to the Education budget next year. Yippee.


  Boyson was not Secretary of State. That had been the soapy Mark Carlisle, followed by the distinctly dry Keith Joseph. Margaret Thatcher, as a former Education Secretary, can also take some of
  the blame. But it was up to Boyson, the former headmaster, to make more of a fuss. He should have defended the playing fields of England. The fact that he did not either tells us that he was so
  manic a rightwinger that he thought public provision of sports fields was not important  or maybe it tells us that Boyson prized his job more highly than he did the well-being of future
  generations of English schoolchildren.


  Take him down.


  
    
  


  11 Gordon Brown


  When did you last see the police driving around in anything but a shiny new car? When did you last see a council headquarters which was not the
  smartest, most overlit, swankiest building in town? When did you last hear of any public body announcing proudly that it would hope to do less in the coming year in order to save the country some
  money?


  There is a reason Britain has such punishing rates of taxation. It is that senior politicians have decided there is no shame in extravagance. There is nothing wrong, as far as they are
  concerned, in spending every last penny they can  and more. It makes them popular with target groups of the electorate. It certainly creates a wider client base of dependent citizens 
  people who might reasonably be expected to vote for the same politicians at the next election, if only to guarantee their own subsidised jobs.


  Between 1998 and 2005 the public sector swelled by 11 per cent, creating nearly 600,000 more public employees (the figures come from the Office of National Statistics, since you ask). How long
  can we continue to employ so many of our fellow citizens? How long should the wealth creators be expected to support these public servants, some of whom are little more than bloodsuckers?


  Gordon Brown is the prime example of this sort of profligate politician who uses the states wealth as personal vote manure. He throws all this public money out of the back of his
  muckspreader and hopes that it will make his share of the vote grow. Depressingly, it seems to have worked in the past. Morally and economically it is more open to question.


  The man who had the cheek to invoke the name of Prudence has in fact been on an astonishing ten-year bender with our money. The only reason the British people did not notice was that Brown used
  such complex language and such tricksy schemes. Few of us had the time or numerical nous to understand what he was up to until it was too late  by which time John Majors warning about
  Labours tax bombshell turned out to be horribly true. We cannot claim we were not warned.


  Brown is well known to readers so I will not delay us with analysis of his tortured psyche, save perhaps to note that he seems to have derived remarkably little enjoyment from spending so much
  of our wealth. It is, however, worth drawing attention to just some examples of the waste which now runs rampant through our public sector, even while other, prized services are being cut through
  lack of funds. Too often this lack of funds is a euphemism for Gordon Brown doesnt approve of this sort of thing.


  The state now employs some 3,250 press officers, the cost of PR and advertising having trebled since Brown took over as Chancellor in 1997. All this time he has claimed to be a hawk-eyed
  defender of the public coffers. Like hell he is.


  If the Government has needed publicity officers during this period it may be because there have been such gross examples of waste in our bureaucracy. The benefits system has been a nightmare,
  losing 2.5 billion through various errors (and that is just the start of the cock-ups). Nine reorganisations of the Health Service have cost a further 3 billion and 2.3 billion
  was blown on a new HQ for the Ministry of Defence, even while the Treasury was insisting on cutting a fifth of the Royal Navy fleet, eleven air squadrons and thousands of soldiers. A few years ago
  Brown decided to sell much of our gold reserves. He was told at the time that he was selling cheap. Gold has since rocketed in price. Yet another rotten financial call by the supposedly austere
  Scot.


  With his rules and systems being so complicated  almost as tortured as his own psyche  only the best brains have been able to steer the frigates of state. This has therefore meant
  employing fiendishly expensive consultants who in 2006 were costing 1.8 billion a year across various government departments. The good thing about employing consultants, as far as ministers
  are concerned, is that they are an off balance sheet item politically. A consultants cock-up cannot be ascribed to the minister. Consultants also have a very decent habit of
  employing ministers after they have been sacked. This is terribly handy, you will understand.


  Untold billions more were blown on the tax credits fiasco, even before one counts the vast sums hosed away on the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh and London Assemblies. Each of these examples
  of Great Gatsby extravagance may not, alone, seem disastrous, but added together they depict a political leadership which has lost any deep-grained concept of spending restraint it once
  possessed.


  The Treasurys electricity bill has tripled since 2000? Its spending on stationery has risen so fast that the Tories have worked out it represents the cost of 10 million ballpoint pens?
  Its staff seem to think they can travel first-class when on work trips to Europe? Tush, calm down dear! These are mere coins in the big picture. But add those coins together, and consider that this
  petty extravagance is being displayed by the people who are meant to run our national exchequer, and it is surely not paranoid to suggest that we are in the hands of profligate, crazed wastrels
   of whom Gordon Brown is the worst example. Prime Minister? Prime culprit, more like.


  
    
  


  12 Richard Brunstrom


  Police forces should be feared by criminals and supported by the respectable majority. The warped genius of the British police in recent
  years has been to achieve the very opposite  feared by dutiful citizens while being regarded by hoodlums and thieves as a soft touch. In this ill-guided endeavour special mention must go to
  Richard Brunstrom, traffic-crazed Chief Constable of North Wales Police, who has pursued motorists to the point of frenzy.


  Brunstrom, a keep-fit fanatic, has said that he is proud of his obsession with speeding motorists. Twenty-four hours a day he will chase them, seven days a week. In
  his blog (why on earth should an officer of the law be paid to keep a blog?) he lovingly describes copping errant motorists on his days off  it passes the time, I guess.


  Brunstrom, who wears his piety on his uniformed sleeve, argues that the high number of road deaths justifies his heavy-handed policing of the highways. Families of road accident victims no doubt
  support him in this view. Road deaths are a terrible waste and no one would want to belittle the shock and grief they cause. But should they become the single issue of a top cops career? Is
  the wider cause of policing well served by manic scrutiny of every cars speed and trajectory? Is there not a stage at which a highways patrol car can cease to be an agent of welcome safety
  and start to become an instrument of resented interference, even of underhand entrapment? A police commander needs to have the political savvy to know when the publics support is starting to
  slip.


  In North Wales there are now almost as many speed cameras as there are mountain goats. The boys in the peaked caps and souped-up police vehicles (have you noticed that they always have the
  top-of-the-range models?) certainly outnumber the old women in national-costume stovepipe hats and cake-doilly blouses. From Llandderfel to Tywyn on the west coast, Dinas Mawddwy to north-flung
  Bowydd a Rhiw, blue lights flash their insistent message: transgress ye not the highway codes of the Lord (by order R. Brunstrom, honorary druid). North Waless Chief Constable, like some
  leaner version of Boss Hogg from The Dukes of Hazzard, wants every hick auto-mo-beel jockey in the land to know that this is Brunstsrom County, boys, so dont you git no idee-ahs
  bout speedin.


  Were it merely young racers he was targeting there might not be a problem. Youthful exuberance needs the occasional check. But as so often with zero-tolerance maniacs Brunstroms approach
  also hits minor miscreants, the old, the inattentive, among whom you will usually find the most civic-minded subjects whom common sense would let pass with a dry cough of caution. Common sense?
  That is not the Brunstrom way. He insists on convictions. He pursues his prey with a terriers determination. In so doing he loosens the vital connection of trust and affection between the
  police and the policed, not just in North Wales but also, given his hunger for publicity, across the kingdom.


  Flash! Another transgressing moped rider has bitten the dust and been copped for some petty infraction of the traffic law. Nee naw, nee naw. Commander Brunstroms boys are in hot pursuit
  of another Ford Ka grannie who has committed the cardinal error of travelling a few miles per hour faster than permitted. The streets of Pyongyang know a very light regime compared to the northern
  reaches of the principality in the hands of Heddlu Gogledd Cymru.


  Motorists who stray even a few miles per hour faster than they should can find themselves pursued like Brinks Mat robbers. One old boy, seventy-one-year-old former bank manager William Shaw,
  dawdled along at 39 m.p.h. in a 30 m.p.h. zone. When he was done by Brunstroms storm troopers Mr Shaw had the temerity to criticise the Chief Constable. An infuriated police force hit back
  and targeted the by now baffled Mr Shaw at a special press conference (paid for by the public purse) where reporters were given detailed photographs of Mr Shaws traffic felony. Magistrates
  were appalled at the polices over-reaction yet they had to proceed with a small fine and three penalty points. Guidelines did not permit any other sentence.


  Guidelines should sometimes be told to get stuffed. Guidelines should be rewritten, if necessary, to allow for a Chief Constable to be prosecuted for wasting his own forces time.
  Guidelines should be on the side of the public, not of over-mighty authoritarians who use the full powers of the state to settle piddling arguments with retired bank managers who quite properly
  expect their police to concentrate on burglary and violence rather than slamming down on drivers for pootling along nine miles an hour faster than is strictly permitted.


  Until comparatively recently police forces were led by Chief Constables who were selected from outside the police ranks. The positions often went to retired generals or admirals, or to senior
  figures in the community who had a feel for public opinion. We may not restore a sense of belief in our policing until we return to that practice and keep our thumbs firmly on swivel-eyed
  evangelists like Richard Brunstrom.


  
    
  


  13 Paul Burrell


  To the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, one Sunday evening four years ago for something the Victorians would have quickly recognised as a freak
  show. Paul Burrell, sometime footman in the Royal Household, stepped on stage with a fey smile and started to sell the last threads of a soul already heavily mortgaged to the shysters of Gutter
  Street.


  Burrell is the soapy-mannered little podge, faintly northern camp, who has made a fortune (25 million and counting) by capitalising on his life with the Royals. He is the
  sometime rock to ill-fated Princess Diana, the junior domestic in the Royal Household on whom the Queen bestowed an affectionate nickname, Little Paul. Her
  Majestys friendliness to her young servant has not been repaid. For the past ten years Burrell has traded hard on his time backstairs with the Royal Family, showing that far from being
  Little Paul he is Big-Mouthed Paul, Big-For-His-Boots Paul, even Big Fibber Paul. The man manages the rare feat of being both disreputable and dreary. Why was he taken seriously for
  so long?


  That night in 2004 at Drury Lane he was premiering his one-man roadshow, a book promotion project for Penguin (which should know better). Some of the anecdotes presented as fresh disclosures
  were nothing better than mouldy yarns, at best apocryphal  the one, for instance, about the Queen apologising to a foreign visitor when a horse farted at Ascot. Oh, says the
  foreigner, but I thought it was the horse, not you. He actually claimed that this ancient joke was a true story. There was also one about the Queen drinking her finger bowl at a
  banquet to make a visiting head of state feel comfortable. Likely tale.


  [image: img]


  The audience rattled round the theatre like two dice in a saucepan. Im gonna be controversial, said Burrell coyly, before repeating well-trammelled theories about how Prince
  Charles will never become king because the Queen will live so long and it would cost them a lot of money to change the stamps for Charless few remaining years. Penguin was
  inviting us to accept the idea that just because this nasty little peacock once minced around Kensington Palace with his hands around his backside, admitting Dianas lovers to her apartment
  late at night, he had some purchase on high constitutional politics and foreknowledge of the longevity of fellow mortals.


  We too easily forget that the Diana groupies intrude into a time of bereavement. When people are in grief they deserve more privacy than in times of happiness. A family death crystallises time,
  ensuring that those early days of shock remain in the memory for years. That is true of any family  even a family called Windsor or Spencer. To have that period wrenched open publicly for
  someone elses commercial gain, time and again, and made even more painful by the sour controversy of lies and hyperbole, must be intensely painful. Why do we permit such cruelty? Why do we
  reward it with fat cheques?


  Burrell told his stage audience about Prince Charless behaviour at the hospital in Paris when he arrived to inspect Dianas corpse. He approached me and stroked my lapel and
  said, Poor old thing, recalled Burrell. He went into the room where Dianas body lay. He came out visibly shaken. He hadnt expected to find what he had
  seen. All those years hed neglected his wife came back to haunt him. Burrells sordid account was no more newsworthy than the way, after sudden deaths, first of kin are often
  reported to be devastated. It adds nothing to our knowledge. The clich merely reduces the dignity of the moment.


  Paul Burrell is not just a symptom of this problem. He is part of it. The Diana-isation of Britain which he so lucratively encouraged has lowered our expectations of proper behaviour. Received
  thinking claims that the Diana story softened us as a country. The opposite may be true. It has hardened us in the sense that it has made shamefulness rarer. It has made bad behaviour more likely.
  After Burrell we expect less of close confidants. We are less surprised by his sort of treachery.


  The man now gives credulous onlookers lessons on how to pour a cup of tea for a member of the Royal Family. In the United States he flogs his own-label wine with the slogan,
  I wouldnt give my princess just anything and I wont give my American ladies just anything either. He gives etiquette lessons. Etiquette? What is the etiquette for
  betrayal of principle and honour? At Drury Lane that night he criticised all the spiteful gossip about Diana, apparently unable to see that this is exactly what he himself
  peddles.


  Burrell has been driven by money. His friends claim that he was spurned by the Establishment after being prosecuted for the theft of some of Dianas possessions (a case dropped only at the
  eleventh hour on public-interest grounds). In his stage show he tried to play the class card, describing the alleged poverty of his childhood. We washed in a tin bath. I was lucky. I was the
  oldest so I got the fresh water. It was my fate to be a coal miner. Instead he ended up a gold digger. The first half had ended with strains of Rachmaninov, which Burrell said Diana had
  often played. The saccharine poignancy of this moment was spoiled by the sound engineers playing it at the wrong moment. During the second half, which was given to questions from the audience, he
  became uncomfortable when asked how much money he was making out of all this. Are you from the press? he asked, sharpish. Yes, said the questioner. Im from
  Gay Times. This threw Burrell into confusion. He suddenly eased off, blushed, and said that lots of his friends were gay.


  A strong community soon drums out its charlatans. It is confident enough of its codes and mores to say thats wrong. It is a sign of how enfeebled we have become since Diana
  that Paul Burrell was not long ago sent packing his own valise and beauty box and placed on the first steam packet to Kingdom Come.


  
    
  


  14 James Callaghan


  On 1 March 1966, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, James Callaghan, made an announcement which changed  shortchanged  the
  British way of life. For centuries our kingdom had maintained a quirky duo-decimal system of currency which sharpened our mental arithmetic, burnished our national identity, baffled foreigners. It
  had survived the Norman invasion, the Hundred Years War, plague, Oliver Cromwell, the Industrial Revolution, Napoleon, the Luftwaffe. But Callaghan, bluff old Sunny Jim, sly and
  matey, bespectacled yet glint of eye, was one atrocity too far. Heritage was trashed in the name of modernity.


  Up Callaghan rose to his hind legs in the House of Commons and announced that pounds, shillings and pence had had their day. They were to be abolished in five years time. The date 15
  February 1971, when it came, was known as D-Day. There had been an earlier D-Day, in 1944, but that had been about the defence of sovereignty, about fighting for our island race and
  its idea of how to behave. The 1971 D-Day was about caving in to outside pressure. A surrender. Feeble.


  Callaghans agreement to yield to decimalisation showed that campaigners who bang on for long enough about their pet subject tend to get their way. The pro-decimal bores had been at it
  since Lord Wrottesley in 1824. He was inspired by the introduction of the decimal French franc in 1795. Perhaps he was bad at his twelve times table, too.


  Because the French had gone decimal first there was always a faint hint of treachery about the decimalisation lobby. It certainly became identified closely with Europeanism, and as we know those
  beggars do not give up. But for Callaghan and his fellow politicians decimalisation had the greatest asset of all: it was new. It was change. And change is always an option chosen by politicians
  who have no other appeal to the public. It is no coincidence that there was a general election in the offing in March 1966. It was held at the end of the month and the Wilson Government was
  returned with an increased majority, its go-ahead credentials duly improved by the stand on decimalisation.


  When South Africa went decimal in the early 1960s the insecure ruling elite of London had decided that it was time to follow suit. A pro-decimal report from businessmen and the British
  Association for the Advancement of Science pretty much clinched the matter. Lord Halsbury had been hired to produce a report. It, naturally, advocated the change which the political class had
  wanted it to recommend, that being the way government reports work.


  To ease the transition to new pence, Callaghan set up something called the Decimalisation Board, a group of part-timers alike expert in political salesmanship and wafting public
  reassurance. This was chaired by Lord Fiske, a Labour Party veteran. His fellow members included Lord Halsbury who had chaired the report which recommended decimalisation to Callaghan. The board
  had a full-time staff of just fifty, small by todays standards.


  When D-Day arrived in 1971 Callaghan was no longer Chancellor. He was not even a minister. Wilson had by then lost power (briefly) to Edward Heath. But come the dread day the country said
  goodbye to many cherished measures of currency. Farewell the bob. Adieu, sixpence. The halfpenny was allowed to limp on for a few years more but in such a small coin that it was
  easily mistaken for the head of a drawing pin. It was not actually called a hapenny but a half New Penny. The thrupenny bit bit the dust. Florin,
  half crown and crown all went down the pan. D-Day brought intense sorrow to millions of Britons  I can remember my father cursing almost to the point of tears  and was, inevitably,
  followed by a surge of inflation as shopkeepers cashed in on the failure of customers to understand how expensive things had suddenly become. In Bristol two elderly women committed suicide, leaving
  a note which said: This decimal calculator is worrying me. I cannot understand it. Decimalisation was a victory for the make it simple brigade. Multiples of ten are
  easier than multiples of twelve (there were twelve pence in the old shilling, and twenty shillings in the old pound). The old penny was marked by the letter d, in memory of the Roman
  denarius, but after D-Day the penny was marked by the letter p. P-Day, perhaps it should have been called. After that people talked about twenty pee and so forth. It was
  not wildly elegant.


  In pre-decimal Britain shop assistants thought nothing of doing agile arithtmetic calculations, the like of which would baffle most of us today. With our ancient coin names and our distinctive
  LSD we had a link back to the currency of Anglo-Saxon times. We differed from much of Europe, certainly, but we were proud to be distinct.


  Jim Callaghan and the political class of 1966 thought otherwise, alas. Damn them.


  
    
  


  15 Alastair Campbell


  Edvard Munch captured for many the idea of a scream. Leonardo da Vincis Mona Lisa, similarly, catches everything in a certain type of
  smug poise. So how would an artist catch, on canvas, the human scowl? Well, he or she could simply paint the face of Alastair Campbell.


  Dear old Alastair. In his journalist days he was a convivial rogue, a tilter against corrupt authority and an enthusiastic pricker of Establishment egos. No doubt he thinks that since he crossed
  over to the other side he has done a Prince Hal and has left behind his disreputable former muckers. In fact he has simply joined the complacent, bloated apparat of the political elite. He has
  become one of them  and the tragedy is that he cannot see it.


  This new Campbell is a bad hat on many counts. He is not as important as he thinks, nor as clever. His behaviour has been so blatant that he has damaged those he has tried to serve and has ended
  up doing far more damage to the Establishment by joining it than he ever did when he was one of its lustiest critics.


  This Campbell helped drive Tony Blair hard towards the Iraq War, collaborating with intelligence collator John Scarlett to present a hawkish view of the evidence and create a media climate in
  which war would be acceptable to the electorate. The truth was smudged, shorn of conditionals, baked like a conker.
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  As press chief at Downing Street during the first part of Blairs premiership he bred red herrings at such a rate they could have colonised the North Sea. Although he now has the laughable
  cheek to accuse the press of distorting facts, his media operation at Downing Street was notorious for shading stories, for twisting reporters writing arms and for using every howitzer at
  his command to blow critics to smithereens.


  As a cog at Downing Street Campbell was not as vital as he might have thought. He was not elected. He had less idea of the concerns of the ordinary man (as he liked to say) than
  the average backbench MP. He was rich, privileged, metropolitan  all things he professed to regard with suspicion. He was a creature of the media, which again he loved to attack.


  The reason he demands inclusion in this book, however, is something in his nature rather than in his political actions. It is his fanaticism. Campbell was  is  a deeply unBritish
  character. The level of his devotion to numerous causes marks him down as doctrinaire, a zealot, a bigot, a Pharisee; and all this in a man who liked to say we dont do
  religion.


  Campbell, who claims to be that odd thing, a devoted atheist, should have been born Chinese. He would have enjoyed the stricter behavioural code found in Peking and its political elite. It is
  not hard to imagine him at a gathering of the peoples congress, clapping robotically after Comrade Someones speech. All right, a few cosmetic changes would need to be made. We would
  have to chop off his legs by a good foot or so, remove his Roman nose, exchange his semi-Yorkshire vowels for something more mandarin, and kit him out with a more sanguine consort than his
  intemperate popsy Fiona (default setting: hopping mad). But that sort of one-party state would suit Campbell. If ever Mr Hu is seeking a spin doctor, Campbell would be worth a call.


  Such vehemence of belief you find in this man. Such fervour of support. Such absence of doubt. It is unnerving, unnatural, the product, Id say, of deep unhappiness. The reason it matters,
  and the reason he comes into our rifle sights, is that he infected our public life with this fanaticism. As Downing Streets second most feared civil servant (second after Tony Blairs
  chief of staff Jonathan Powell) he set precedents which were noted by other Whitehall employees and were taken as the new way to behave. Other ministerial special advisers started to style
  themselves as mini Alastairs. Other information officers attempted to duplicate his system of all too transparent favouritism and retaliation. Campbellisation started to corrode the
  British government machine, to the sorry point we reached when Jo Moore, special adviser to Stephen Byers, tried to capitalise on the 11 September terrorist attacks in New York City to bury
  bad news.


  Campbell was total in his hatred of Tories (even though his master, Blair, was arguably more Tory than many Conservatives). He was unyielding in his devotion to Labour. He was unswerving in his
  work. He jogged, maniacally. He was never slightly put out, or mildly interested, or so-soish. Campbell was a man to be totally gutted or absolutely gobsmacked or
  utterly furious. He supported Burnley Football Club to all ends of the Earth. He first drank like a madman, then drank nothing at all. He picked fights, screamed, swaggered, strutted,
  punched, clenched his cheeks and fists, hurled abuse, tore into opposing points of view. There was little about him that was moderate or restrained.


  Fanaticism is seldom worth the effort. The sheer effort involved in being a fanatic makes it the most frightful fag. Many of us, sure, support a football or rugby or cricket team, but we do not
  mind altogether if it loses from time to time. We do not beat our breasts and howl at the new moon. Most of us can generally see the other point of view. Many of us can even bring ourselves
  sometimes to laugh at Alastair Campbell, which is not something he has often done. But while he was in Downing Street, and while he was pushing his views down the public throat in TV studios, and
  touring the country with his stage show, and promoting his grievances in book form, he spread through our land the germ of totalitarianist vehemence. It is something we could  generally
  speaking  do without.


  What a very considerable relief, as his old enemy John Major might say, that he is no longer troubling the scorer.


  
    
  


  16 Anthony Crosland


  Galloping egalitarianism has made few mistakes more destructive, more thumpingly counter-productive, than the introduction of comprehensive
  schools. Comprehensives first appeared in the 1950s but their greatest champion  the man who well and truly buggered up the lives of millions of British children, their parents and teachers
   was suave, intellectual, libidinous Anthony Crosland, raffish darling of fashionable London and its progressive salons.


  What a piece of work Crosland thought he was. But what a prize prune he proved. It was during Croslands time as Education Secretary from 196567 that comprehensives received their
  biggest push. Administrative time lags being what they are, this meant that the Education Secretary who presided over the most openings of comprehensives was a certain Margaret Hilda Thatcher (a
  fact her fanatics seldom choose to publicise).


  If only Crosland hadnt been so bookish he might have understood the magnitude of his mistake. As it is, he went to his grave sourly convinced that his policies were right. Sewn as tight
  into his certitude as a tobogganist into his thermal skimpies, he reportedly swore that, If its the last thing I do Im going to destroy every f***ing grammar school in England
  and Wales and Northern Ireland. He didnt quite manage that but he did manage to destroy a fair few of them, not to mention the secondary moderns which were reconstituted in the new
  comprehensive mode. Crosland was not quite the nuclear bomb on grammars that he liked to think but he still didnt leave that many standing.


  Crosland was an Oxford don. Oxford dons are seldom terribly worldly and even less commonly will they admit that they are wrong. Oxford dons rarely have much idea of how to educate dimmer brains.
  They tend to view the world though the blinkers of principle and theory. The theory of the comprehensive school was that every child would have an equal start in life and that every school would
  offer the same opportunities from start to finish, irrespective of the youngsters background. This was plainly dotty, if only because the classroom is only a small fraction of education.
  Education happens at home, on the way to school, on the games field, in the corridors of the school and most of all in the family. If Crosland had been true in his politically driven zeal for
  equality he might as well have said that he intended to destroy every f***ing family in England and Wales and Northern Ireland. That is the only way he would have completely flattened
  the field. Instead we had to leave that challenge to Roy Jenkins, whose divorce legislation helped wreck hundreds of thousands of homes. And still Jenkins was acclaimed as a social do-gooder and as
  a civilised man!


  Tony Crosland, similarly, remains one of those revered figures, his name invoked with false familiarity rather in the way that so many people, long after Churchills death,
  spoke with unconvincing chumminess about Winston. One of the chief reasons Croslands reputation has endured is that his widow Susan, a glamorous American, has remained in
  London to strike elegant poses and raise an imperious eyebrow at anyone stepping out of line. Mrs Crosland is an old-fashioned Baltimore broad with an accent posher than found on most modern
  English aristocrats. She has championed her husbands memory and few people like to upset a widow, particularly one with great cheekbones, a clever tongue and access to the lunch tables of
  certain editors on Fleet and Grub Street.


  So Tony is still held to have been a visionary, a leveller of opportunity, a noble man who was taken from us too early. Selective schools, few of which remain, are spoken of
  pejoratively. The received attitude, certainly for the past eleven years since Labour has been in office, has been that selection is immoral.


  Quite the reverse is true. Quite the reverse, in fact, is essential if we are ever to produce world-beating children in sufficient numbers to protect our national interest. Politicians lie about
  school exam results and claim that we have never produced cleverer, better-educated youngsters. Do you know anybody who seriously believes this? The only person I can think of in my very vague
  acquaintance who does swallow this laughable claim is Polly Toynbee. Other leftwingers in my circle say that they know todays schoolchildren are disastrously ill-served by Croslands
  comps, but it is politically impossible to say anything.


  Selection is normally discussed only as something that makes life better for the few. This is wrong. Nearly everyone can benefit from selection if it is done well because it places children in
  their ability group, giving them a better chance of coming top in that group and feeling that they have achieved something. As the father of children who do not seem to be particularly academic, I
  am much happier when they are competing against a class of their intellectual equals rather than against a form full of young masterminds. How, in a class of forty, is a teacher expected to engage
  the brightest while at the same time explaining difficult ideas to cheerful thickos? Its astonishing that Crosland could not  or, more likely, would not  see this problem.


  Our state schools have been a stagnant pond for too long. Private schools, which were fading fast during the high years of the grammars and when Crosland was Education Secretary, have never been
  busier. Croslands stupid system, driven by a vindictive hatred of elitism, has only increased the gap between rich and not so rich. State schools are not getting the sparkier minds which
  used to buoy them. Croslands social engineering has done the very opposite of what he intended. If he wasnt already dead it would be tempting to strangle the idiot.


  
    
  


  17 Richard Dawkins and Charles Simonyi


  Today in Britain, as on every other day of the week, many hundred homes will be visited by that dank-fingered creditor Death. This very
  hour, somewhere on our shared island, women stand stunned by sudden loss. Men wring their wits at what has come to pass. Youngsters hover nearby, puzzled, frightened by the clamour of grief.


  In sorry scenes across the kingdom weeping adults will lift their breasts to a sensed but unknown God. They will apply their hopes to an imagined Heaven. In more cases than not they will pray.
  The machinery of supplication may not have been used for a while. It has often become dusty, rusted, like the workings of a forgotten bicycle bell. But pray they will and after a few minutes a note
  or two will usually sound from that long-neglected bell. It will comfort them. In the most miserable bleakness prayer can offer the sliver of light which, from the landing, a five-year-old
  frightened of the dark detects through the crack of its bedroom door.


  Richard Dawkins would have none of this. Anti-religionist Dawkins, the best-known English dissenter since Darwin, is the merciless demander of provable fact. He tours the world  generally
  in considerable comfort  lecturing the elites of the West that they are stupid to believe in any god. He proselytises against the proselytisers, most of his targets wishing they had a
  fraction of his apparent certainty. In his insistence that he is right Dawkins pushes his fingers and fulminates, outwardly still the civilised Englishman but dialectically as steadfast and
  immovable as any mullah. Beaky, hawk-eyed Dawkins is the suave ayatollah of atheism, accusing dyed-in-the-wool faith heads that they are immune to argument. As though
  argument was all.


  But would you expect anything else from a man who owes his privileged position to a landless computer technician whose idea of fun is to ride the oceans in a faux gunboat and blow
  millions of pounds getting himself propelled beyond the atmosphere as one of the first space tourists? Dawkins holds Oxfords Charles Simonyi Chair for the Public Understanding of Science.
  The professor is always challenging us to ask questions, to probe, to strike a sceptical air. All right, then, matey. Who the hell is Charles Simonyi? What business has he to encourage this
  anti-preacher whose sermons are designed to erode churchgoing and, with that, weaken our happiness?


  Simonyi, it turns out to little surprise, is an extremely rich man. Rich people generally have less use for God than their poorer fellow creatures. When your life has been a material success and
  you can buy the best medical care, the best food, the most temperate houses and the freedom to work the hours you choose, petition and entreaty and ragged beseechings are hardly necessary. You
  generally just buy what you want.


  Like many rich men this Simonyi (a Hungarian migr, he lives in North America) likes to name things after himself. In addition to the Charles Simonyi Chair for the Public
  Understanding of Science at Oxford University there is a Charles Simonyi Professor for Innovation in Teaching at Stanford University in California. There is a Charles Simonyi Fund for Arts and
  Sciences which supports certain ventures in the northwest of the US. His lordships house in Washington State is called Villa Simonyi. He has reportedly been stepping out
  recently with Martha Stewart, but at the time of writing he has yet to persuade her to take his name. It can only be a matter of time.


  Simonyi used to work for Microsoft and Bill Gates, whom many computer geeks regard as a near deity, if Comrade Dawkins will permit that word. He was largely responsible for the creation (dread
  word) of Microsofts Windows. It must have given him a great sense of control over the destinies of his fellow men. No doubt he was the recipient of regular hosannas and
  adulation from his fellow executives and from an admiring business community. These days he runs his own company, rich enough to qualify for the Forbes list of (dollar) billionaires and to
  commission a yacht called Skat. It is decked out in the colours of a military vessel and, from a distance, could easily be mistaken for the oceangoing headquarters of a James Bond
  villain.


  This, anyway, is the patron of Richard Dawkins. This is the man whose generosity we can thank for Dawkinss Oxford title, a handle which brings him international esteem and lends his
  denunciations that extra oompf, that little je ne sais quoi. The Charles Simonyi Professor! Is there not a hint of the Old Testament or the Huguenot sage about that name? Is it
  not a handsome bauble to have? Gosh, we must take this Dawkins even more seriously. We must give him the gold rope and red carpet treatment. We must invite him to deliver an important lecture
  rather than offering him the book-signing session with peanuts and warm white wine with which other non-fiction authors must be content.


  If Simonyi is, like Dawkins, unimpressed by the claims of anything but science, why does he like to publicise his name so much? Is the gratification of vanity a proper scientific activity?
  Surely it has more to do with the hope of cementing your name in history, of being remembered to the glory of your heavenly soul. The truly clinical, empirical scientist would not trouble himself
  with such baubles. He would merely give his money to the cause and wave aside the acclaim of his fellow mammals, knowing that our presence on this revolving globe is but a blink in the vast,
  pointless universe. As it is, his agent Dawkins dispenses despair and mockery in equal measure, promulgating doubt, complicating life for the thousands of good clergy who attempt to minister to the
  nations woes. Secularism, the creed of the selfish and the short-termist, infects our body politic. The great cathedrals of England are left to rot, under-supported by a sceptical state. The
  social network of rural parishes withers, undermined by Dawkins and his collects of negativity. The shires belfries fall silent.


  As for the self-worshipping Simonyi, was that little jaunt into space on a Russian rocket called Soyuz TMA-10 simply an exercise in scientific curiosity? Or was our billionaire engaged on what
  we might call a checking voyage? Was he making sure there was no sign of St Peter jangling his keys to the pearly gates up there in the black-treacle yonder?


  There is, in the heavy championing of science seen from Dawkins and Simonyi, a strange lack of humanity. It supposes that we will all want to share the belief in hard, factual science, let alone
  that this might help the development of a happy and calm society. It ignores the emotional needs of the poor and distressed, mans centuries-old spiritual hunger, the quest for comfort beyond
  material concerns. A billionaire who was less obsessed with himself and with the narrow calculations of men in white coats might think of the scenes up and down our land today. He might realise
  that religion, although never offering proof of Gods existence, can sugar catastrophe and brighten chasms.


  In times of turbulence the human being is little different from the vole or the dormouse. It will take shelter where it can. No amount of superior lecturing from an anti-Christ, not even one
  with so important a title as Charles Simonyi Professor for the Public Understanding of Science, will alter that.


  
    
  


  18 Diana


  Some faint hearts clutch their necks at the idea MI5 bugged Princess Diana but our Government would surely have failed in its duties if it
  had not followed the Peoples Princess and listened to her conversations very closely indeed. The woman was a liability, a souffl of false ideas, a super-model with all
  that that entails. She was the glamorous tool of cleverer men, a plaything for the powerful, a delusion worshipped only by the impressionable.


  The Princess may have been a loving mother. That should have been enough of an achievement, surely. She may also have been photogenic and been able to convey an easy charm, providing hope for
  the plumper specimens of the office typing pool as they wrestled with their low-cal diets and desultory routines. But the sorry truth is that this adored concept, this packaged, airbrushed Diana,
  weakened our society. She made us more neurotic. As a fox will spread mange so did Diana propagate insincerity. After Diana it became so easy to emote that it was hard to tell if people meant their
  tears or if they were simply trying them on. Diana robbed us of the stoicism and understatement which had served Britain well. Had she not been the daughter of an earl we could say that she was an
  alien doing hostile work behind enemy lines, but given that her birth and breeding were English  very English  we have to deduce that she was an unwitting virus, coring outwards to
  the detriment of her country and culture.
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  Shakespeares Hamlet ends with Fortinbras saying that the fallen prince, had he lived longer, would have proved most royal. Had Diana lived longer she would likely have gone the
  other way. She would have exploded, or imploded, or done whatever it is that celebrities do when they run out of media sympathy. At some point she would have made a mistake  maybe a lover so
  vulgar that not even her groupies could have stomached the spectacle, or maybe some financial association which soured and dragged her brand into disrepute. That may even have been happening during
  those last days with her affair with medallioned Dodi Fayed. Shortly before her death there was a slight hint that the media cycle was about to move to its next phase  when it becomes more
  aggressive and starts testing its subject for flaws. Many of the photographers following her had lost respect for their quarry. The aura of the special Diana, of Diana the superstar,
  of Diana the wronged goddess, was fading. Had she lived to see the January of 1998 it is unlikely she would have enjoyed quite such a good press.


  Diana was dim. A long line of herbal-cure fraudsters, psychobabbling self-esteem preachers and emotional intelligence shysters beat a path to her palace door. She fell for them as readily as did
  the Prime Ministers wife, Cherie Blair. Whereas Cherie was laughed at, and rightly so, for being a nincompoop and a dingbat, Diana was feathered by sighs of sympathy, indulged simply because
  she looked pretty and helped to sell newspapers and magazines. If Cherie Blair had not had such fat ankles perhaps she, too, would have been indulged by the public and its press. Perhaps.


  Diana weakened our monarchy almost to the point of rupture, as was clear in the week after her death when public hysteria generated an ugly mood against the Queen and Crown. That hysteria would
  have been impossible had our society not been sapped by vapid Diana worship. Supporters of the dead Princess spouted  and some of the unhappy creatures continue to spout  the most
  venomous theories about her enemies in the Royal Family. They are as hooked on tall tales as the lunatics who suggest that Nasa never landed a spacecraft on the Moon. Their anger and bitterness are
  astonishing, not least given that their fallen heroine built herself up as such a walking beatitude, such an adherent of positive thinking good-energy vibes. Where are the good vibes in accusing
  the Duke of Edinburgh of wanting to murder his former daughter-in-law? Or in libelling little Tiggy van Winkle, the Princes nanny, by suggesting that she was plotting to marry Charles? About
  as absent as any evidence, I would suggest.


  Had it just been a question of selling newspapers and magazines it might not have mattered. Who am I, a newspaper journalist, to deplore snappy front pages and shrewd editorial judgements? But
  Fleet Street went several multiples too far. It lost a grip on morality and truth and failed to hold the increasingly flimsy Diana to account. A little more journalistic rigour might have saved her
  from taking up with the dismal Dodi. We heard her criticise land mines but did we hear her, when she had the attention of the American media, criticise the Irish Republican terrorism funded by the
  US? We heard her depict herself as put-upon, as one of the little people, but was she herself not a child of extraordinary privilege? And why did she have to lead such a splashy, extravagant life?
  Fleet Street colluded to make Diana think better of herself than she should have done.


  Princess Diana robbed our country of its restraint, of its phlegmatic common sense and dependability. Thanks largely to her we have become a country in which the words crisis and
  disaster are devalued from overuse, a country of emotional incontinence where adults will weep if they fail to win a talent competition, or fan their mouths and shriek if they win,
  yet where no one bothers to welcome home soldiers from a war zone. Diana displayed welcome mercy to Aids sufferers and to little girls orphaned and disfigured by land mines, but she nearly always
  knew where the cameras were and she played up to their lenses like the fattest ham in the butchers deep freeze. She escaped mockery only because she was a female victim and
  because she was a member of the Royal Family  the very family she decided she could tolerate no longer.


  We can blame Prince Charles for marrying her. We can blame the Queen for not being more canny and for not realising how the politics had changed. But Diana was a danger to the stability of our
  kingdom. She mixed in circles that were disreputable and, in some cases, neurotically anti-British. Any woman of discretion would have avoided these social vultures, these over-cologned new best
  friends with their absurd Mercedes limousines and their filthy sense of show.


  Her death was shocking, horrible and a waste of beauty. But poor, unhappy, ill-guided Diana was a nave menace, an odd mixture of simpering shyness and galloping egomania. God rest her
  soul, she was a mirage, a false harbinger of egalitarianism, and we were foolish ever to think otherwise.


  
    
  


  19 Greg Dyke


  The overriding condition of the British people is not wickedness or gluttony or envy, nor even, despite strong evidence to the contrary, of
  roaring, beery, shouty, vomit-flecked intemperance. It is tiredness. We do not sleep enough. The sleep we do take is seldom as deep for as long or continuous as it should be. We are just plain
  knackered much of the time.


  Board a commuter train any morning of the working week and count how many heads are pushed back, mouths open, eyes shut. Ride the same train in the other direction at the end of the working day
  and faces will be wan, cheeks drawn, stares hollow. Tiredness afflicts us as never before in peacetime, causing irritation, accidents, illness. When weary we tend to eat more junk food rather than
  taking the trouble to cook with fresh ingredients. When done in we not only snap at our children but also take the easy option of placing them in front of the computer screen rather
  than reading to them or accompanying them on a walk. The next generation suffers for our tiredness.


  It shouldnt be like this. As a society we are rich and healthy. We have gadgets to do many of the household chores which sapped the stamina of our ancestors, from washing clothes to
  drawing water. Motor cars save us the trouble of walking to school or work. There are supermarkets to reduce the labour of shopping. There are coal flow style gas fires which do not
  need to be brushed clear of ash every morning amid much clanging of metal pails. Some of us even employ cleaners. Meanwhile, mattresses and pillows have never been more comfortable, or so the
  advertisements tell us, and draughts have become a rarity in all but the most poor  and, as it happens, the most aristocratic  bedrooms. So why are we tired? Why do we not use our
  common sense and indulge ourselves by sleeping for longer?
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  Greg Dyke. Thats why. Or rather, thats who. Dyke is the man who stole our sleep.


  Pint-sized Greg is himself so packed with energy that he could be one of those overpriced oat and raisin bars sold by the more go-ahead types of newsagent. He is a lively Londoner, cocksure, not
  much inclined to realise that there are large parts of the country which not only do not resemble Gregs beloved Brentford but also live to a different schedule. It was this lack of
  understanding for the other Britain, the Britain of the regions, the Britain of quiet, Murray Mint-sucking introspection, which allowed Dyke to make his biggest mistake while he was
  Director-General of the BBC. I do not mean his admirable defence of Andrew Gilligan in the David Kelly affair  a matter which led to the Hutton Inquiry and to Dyke honourably losing his job.
  The decision Im referring to was of far greater consequence. It was his insistence on moving BBC1s main news bulletin of the day back an hour, from 9 p.m. to 10 p.m.


  The Nine oClock News used to allow you to take the dog downstairs, switch off the lights, clean your teeth and be in bed by 9.45 p.m. Prayers. A quick chapter of P.G. Wodehouse,
  perhaps. A dutiful good-night to the wife, if relations were sufficiently cordial. Then lights out and away with the fairies before Radio 4 had a chance to issue its pips and Robin Lustig came on
  with The World Tonight. Give or take a little, that was the routine millions of us followed for years  a routine which allowed us nine hours of sleep before reveille at 7 a.m. And for
  years Britain cantered along perfectly cheerful, often overworked but normally sufficiently rested.


  Director-General Dyke had to go and fiddle. He pounced in August 2000, shortly after taking over the BBC. His rival on terrestrial television, ITV, had just, very stupidly, killed off News at
  Ten with its bongs and middle-market melodrama. ITVs news was now being shown some nights at 11 p.m. Not all nights, though. The lack of certainty about its place in the TV schedules
  earned it the nickname News at When.


  Dyke, himself a graduate of commercial television, felt that he had to compete for ratings. He knew that if he pushed to bring old news back an hour he could use feature films in BBC1s
  main evening slot. He could reduce ITVs profits. He could win! The ideas of public service, of the BBCs charter commitments to Reithian ideals of education and information and most of
  all to letting the poor, knackered folk of Middle England get sufficient zeds, were overlooked in the name of ratings. The news was parked an hour later, at 10 p.m.


  As a result of Dykes tinkering millions of us now go to bed an hour later. When the change was introduced there were predictions that viewing figures would drop. That has happened to some
  extent but the rest of us have simply soldiered on for another hour every night, waiting for the routine of simpery Fiona Bruce reading the news before bed.


  ITV recently scrapped its 10.30 p.m. bulletin and restored News at Ten. What a pity they didnt plump for an hour earlier. Imagine another 300 or so hours of sleep a year. That is
  what Dyke has taken from you. Some of our children used to watch the 9 p.m. headlines, but they are now in bed by the time of the main evening bulletin. The old habit of watching the television
  news as a family has been eroded. Yes, children can see the news on the Internet or on BBC News24 if they are that interested, but another little bit of social glue has gone. And all because the
  man who invented Roland Rat wanted to muck up ITVs ratings.


  
    
  


  20 Sir Alex Ferguson


  One of the many clichs of sports journalism is to call matches crucial. It is usually soccer matches that are
  described thus, as in Englands crucial World Cup qualifier or Wanderers crucial relegation battle against Athletic. Cricket and rugby players may face just
  as many fixtures that can decide the success of a season. The same probably can be said of field hockey or Eton fives or competitive tiddlywinks. But their games do not seem to be quite so
  frequently described as crucial. Why is this?


  This sloppy new meaning of crucial sits well with the multi-billion-pound business of English soccer, a rapacious, hysterical, over-indulged world in which the most bug-eyed and
  discordant figure is the manager of Manchester United, Sir Alex Ferguson. What a horrible man he is.


  There is little that is pretty about Sir Alex, as the respectful dweebs of BBC Radio 5 Live call him. Labour Party goons who normally resent giving knights or peers their
  handle somehow always remember to speak of Sir Alex. How easily we have been persuaded to accept the idea of a mere club soccer manager being knighted. Sir
  Alex might once have meant Sir Alexander Fleming, who discovered penicillin, or Sir Alexander Mackenzie, a great explorer of the North West Passage, or, in West Indian homes, the Right
  Excellent Sir Alexander Bustamente, first Premier of Jamaica. But now Sir Alex refers to a cross-tempered former footballer (not a terribly good one at that) with a violent tongue and
  an autocratic manner, a man who has helped to drive the fun out of football and who often seems to forget that the contest on a playing field between two teams of eleven lads is merely a game, not
  a struggle between right and wrong.
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  Ferguson, who can even make the habit of chewing gum look aggressive, is so imbued with fury that sometimes the skin of his face seems to boil. He has an oddly spotty complexion for an adult. It
  is as though the crossness is bubbling up within him, forming little pinpricks of pus-filled soreness on his nose and chin.


  He is feared by his players, feared by the press. When he is interviewed after a match he is seldom tackled low by the journalist asking the questions. How often is he quizzed about his bad
  behaviour on the touchline, about his intemperance to referees and linesmen, about the antics which have repeatedly seen him despatched to the stands and forbidden from standing on the touchline?
  The commentators have learned that anyone who dares to cross Sir Alex may be banished. Feebly, they cave in to his bullying. As for the players, they know that their
  guvnor has in the past reacted violently. He is said to have kicked a football boot at David Beckham in the changing room. Teacups have allegedly been thrown during half-time
  chats. Ferguson is prone to baleful, close-up bawlings-out, so hot that they are known as his hairdryer treatment. Ugh. The thought of all that halitosis.


  This is the calibre of the man who was deemed worthy of a knighthood by Tony Blairs Mephistopheles, Alastair Campbell. It helped that Ferguson was prepared to speak publicly about his
  support for Blairs Labour Party. Campbell and Blair valued greatly that endorsement. They sensed, probably correctly, that soccer was the spirit of our dim-brained, sloganeering times. If
  they could get the pre-eminent soccer manager to support them they could reasonably hope that many of his teams hundreds of thousands of fans would follow him, or at least feel better about
  the Prime Minister and his entourage. Soccer, a simple and enjoyable game, was turned into a political instrument. Few seemed to mind that modern football, with its decadent pay deals, was far from
  any notion of socialism. We will not comment on the underhand character of many transfer arrangements  and there is no evidence to link them to Ferguson  but it was certainly rum to
  see a man who was prepared to pay such vast wages to a handful of star players offer his support to a political party which swept to power by attacking the fat cats of the business
  world.


  When Manchester United declined to enter the FA Cup one year it was Ferguson who was said to have formed the view that the games oldest, best-loved cup competition was expendable.
  Money-making was more important to United. Should the FA Cup  offering the small club a chance of glory, as it does  not have appealed to his alleged socialist instincts? Or was it
  simply that this bloated egotist could not give a stuff about the lower reaches of the game and that he considered himself and his club to be far bigger than anything so meagre as the spirit
  of the game?


  Alex Ferguson. Not as nice as he looks.


  
    
  


  21 Maurice Maus Gatsonides


  British officialdom is seldom happier than when issued with a new gadget with which to make the citizenrys lives more miserable. The
  daddy of them all, in the gotcha gadget world, is surely the roadside speed camera. And the daddy of the speed camera? A Dutch rally driver, of all things, name of Maurice
  Gatsonides.


  Maus Gatsonides in fact invented the thing to help him go faster. He wanted to improve his technique around corners and came up with the idea of a camera which would tell him how
  fast he was entering a turn, and how fast he left it. Almost ever since then speed cameras have been driving the rest of us round the bend.


  It seems to have been at least partly successful in making Gatsonides a fast driver because he won the Monte Carlo Rally in 1953 (by three seconds) in a Ford Zephyr. Bill Mackenzie, a Daily
  Telegraph motoring writer, acted once as Gatsonidess navigator for the Alpine Cup in 1951, in a Jaguar XK120, but swore afterwards that he would never repeat the exercise  it was
  simply too frightening to be driven by such a speed maniac. Gatsonides excelled behind the wheel of snorting roadsters such as a Frazer Nash or an Aston Martin, an Austin Healey, Maserati or
  Porsche. It seems some sick joke, a propagandist triumph (as far from one of his beloved Triumphs as you can get) that his name should now be associated with those flashing traitors of the highway,
  those monocular sneaks which pop and snap at the rear number plates of zipping vehicles.


  When not hurtling down the track in Le Mans or attempting the Mille Miglia, Gatsonides invented a handful of cars, chubby-faced, sleek-tailed things named Gatsos. Unlike their inventor round a
  hairpin bend, they never took off. Gatsonides lacked the financial backing to keep his ideas in production and the car-making concern went out of business in 1950. The old boy died in 1998 but his
  memory lives on, not least in the minds of Britains persecuted motorists.


  As with all mechanical threats to civilisation, happily, human inventiveness has fought back. The Internet now offers sites which betray the location of speed cameras on nearly all the roads of
  Britain. Dashboard fuzz-busters can be bought which groan or squeak or vreeeep when your car is approaching one of Gatsos tin sentinels. This Dutch-invented Big Brother may be watching us
  but we are increasingly wise to the event, ha ha! Speed cameras have given birth to a whole new seam of expertise for pub bores, men who can tell you every danger spot between here and Cheltenham.
  Next time you find yourself being waylaid by just such an ancient mariner, blame Maus.


  Some guerrilla Mister Toads are also resorting to violent action and destroying the cameras, setting fire to them or spraying their lenses with paint. This terror group even has a name 
  Mad, or Motorists Against Detection, led by a shadowy figure called Captain Gatso who talks about moving into the next phase of our operations. The Guardian
  reported that one camera on the M11s southbound carriageway in Essex was photographing 2,000 vehicles a day. One day it was found snapped in two, felled, apparently, by a lorry which had
  reversed against its slender metal stem. Ooopsie. Clumsy me. A camera near Thrapston, Northants, was destroyed by a bomb. Good grief. At this rate Captain Gatso is going to be invited to Downing
  Street for talks about talks.


  Near us there is a speed camera  sited, with typical guile, on a blind corner just yards inside a 30 m.p.h. zone  which seems to be attacked by indignant vandals every other month
  or so. It takes the roadside grass a few weeks to recover from the scalding. Then it happens again. The cameras do not come cheap, either. They cost around 24,000 a time. Would it not be a
  better idea to employ a policeman with a clipboard to stand in a location on random days and at unpredictable hours so that motorists would never know when they stood a chance of being caught?
  Would that not create British jobs for British nazis, as Gordon Brown might say, while simultaneously introducing an element of sport to motoring  just the sort of
  unpredictability which Gatsonides himself used to enjoy when gunning his roadsters down the roads of Europe, grinning away like a mad monkey underneath his oil-spattered driving goggles as he left
  another Dubonnet mural a-swirl with dust?


  Once there was no place for Quislings in Britain but in the age of the Gatso camera any resistance movement must beware interlopers and spies. Motorists Against Detection is opposed by the usual
  array of goodie goodies and hand wringers who try to infiltrate their ranks and say that, Maybe they wouldnt destroy these cameras if they saw the effects of speeding. But this
  argument collapses when you consider how many people still do speed. Speed cameras have not stopped speeding. Far from it. All they have done is give habitual snoopers greater power to lift money
  out of wallets, and for the deranged, professional litter louts of council road-sign departments to clog up our countryside with yet more unwanted signs, this time showing little box-brownie
  cameras (often a false alarm). Although some areas have seen a drop in road deaths since the introduction of road cameras, others have not, and in Essex in 2003 they actually increased in an area
  near a camera. In the same year cameras in a group of counties brought in 27 million of fines. What happened to this money? Was it used to improve our schools and hospitals? Dont be
  silly. Thats not the way the inspectorate class works. Only 6 million of the money was sent to the Treasury. The rest was used to buy new cameras.


  
    
  


  22 Tony Greig


  Fetch that! snarls a male, white-South African voice. It is as nasty as a sound as the human larynx can make  jagged,
  guttural, conveying scorn and aggression. It might be the war cry of a Boer pioneer defending his kraal from attacking impis. It might be the scream of a Springbok rugby player charging into a
  morass of North European forwards, aware that he is about to have the living daylights pummelled out of him.


  Such drama! Such violence! The cry of Fetch that! has come, however, from a hunched, gangly man in his late middle age. He is sitting in a commentary box overlooking an English
  county cricket ground. The setting itself this soft-breezed summer afternoon is bucolic. There is a vista of distant hills, plane trees, slow-moving double-decker buses, all in the lee of a
  medieval cathedral. A few spectators chew peaceably on soft sandwiches. In the members enclosure plump women knit and gossip while their husbands doze. The beer tent near the score box is
  doing slow mid-week morning business, a shandy here, a pale ale there. The mood of the ground is one of contentment, ease with the world, peace.


  And yet: Fetch that! The man in the commentary box spits out the words the moment a batsman hits the third ball of the over for a lovely four. It is a skilful shot, an on-drive
  that all connoisseurs of cricket would appreciate for its fluency and timing. Even the bowler is able to appreciate the finesse with which it was played, for as he turns on his heels to return to
  his bowling mark he lets slip a muttered, Good shot. But our commentator is not inclined to dwell on the delicate poetry of the shot. That showed im. Yeah! Boy, do we
  have a fight on our hands! Game on! Snarl, gnarr, grate, yawl. The listeners ear aches at the angularity, the sharpness, not only of the note of the voice but also at the content. Why
  so bellicose? Whats wrong with you, for Gods sake? Calm down.


  The commentator in question is Tony Greig, one-time captain of the England XI. Greig is not a placid soul. He never has been, probably never will be. And for some reason he feels driven to
  infect others with his rage and itchy anxiety. Hes damned if anyone else is going to be allowed to take life quietly.


  Greig is the man who in 1976 sold his services to the Australian broadcasting tycoon Kerry Packer, and in doing so torpedoed the English cricket establishment. In the process he turned a game of
  manly sportsmanship into a circus of bragging money-grubbers, a circuit where the Aussie dollar meant more than national pride and where the aesthetics of white flannel and good-mannered appeals,
  of handshakes and intriguing draws, had to be replaced by immediacy and golden rewards, by multicoloured uniforms, clean-cut results and blaring ground music.


  It is in no small part thanks to Greig that English cricket has in recent decades become infected by Australian yappery. The game has become richer, at least in the financial sense. Its top
  players are now better off than they used to be. But in those same years county cricket has seen its live crowds dwindle. It has lost its soul and sacrificed much of its artistry. It has become
  just another of the sports which fill the hours on pay-view television, moving wallpaper for the worlds sport bars, the action interrupted by star-burst adverts and Greig-style
  commentators.


  Greig was born in South Africa. An all-rounder, he qualified for the England cricket team by dint of a Scottish father and was soon playing for Sussex, where at first they were wowed by the
  tall, blond outsider. He was never the most sporting of players. His run-out of the West Indies gentlemanly captain Alvin Kallicharran in 1974 (the last ball of the day had just been bowled
  and Kallicharran was heading for the pavilion) stirred an enmity which would backfire on Greig. In a later series he vowed to make the West Indies grovel. They duly thrashed
  England.


  Greig always seemed interested by money. He earned many thousands more pounds a year than most of his contemporaries and cashed in with several commercial endorsements, ranging from cricket kit
  to breakfast cereal. He drove a swanky white Jaguar. He lived in a smart house in Hove. Yet still he wanted more. His God-given talents were not enough. Being captain of England would not suffice.
  Me, me, me. More, more, more.


  In 1977 he signed a deal with an Australian multi-millionaire television tycoon, Kerry Packer. Greig agreed to raise a team of cricketing mercenaries and Greig took some of
  Englands best players with him. Undoubtedly the game had started to neglect its players. Greigs mutiny would never have succeeded if it had not addressed some real resentments. But
  the furtive deal-making involved and the rampant aggression with which Greig put his case ensured that the split was rancorous. Overnight a game was turned into a business and in the headlong rush
  much of the dignity of a sporting pursuit was lost. The raison dtre of sport, or games as they are better called, is to provide a counter-balance to all
  lifes stresses. When that game itself becomes stressed and ridden with money-making, what is the point of continuing? Why did Tony Greig not just pack his cricket bag and go off to make a
  fortune in the world of insurance or banking? Perhaps someone could have seized a bag of gold, hit it into the distance with a cricket bat, and cried, Fetch that, Greig!


  Cricket has never really recovered. Subsequent England captains have reclaimed a notion of patriotic pride  the idea that they are playing not just for themselves but for their country
   but the eyes of the games national administrators continue to revolve with pound signs. English cricket no longer appears on live terrestrial television because the game has sold its
  rights to Rupert Murdochs Greig-scented Sky TV. That decision, incidentally, led to criticism of the Government for allowing big money to rob the public of its cricketing heroes. And the
  person who voiced that criticism? You guessed it. Tony Moneybags Greig.


  
    
  


  23 Edward Heath


  Sunday, 21 April 1968, was the moment our country yielded to the sorry creed of multi-culturalism. That evening Edward Heath, leader of the
  Conservative Party, telephoned Enoch Powell and sacked him from the Shadow Cabinet for making his infamous Rivers of Blood speech about race relations.


  I dismissed Mr Powell because I thought his speech was inflammatory and liable to damage race relations, said Heath, then a plausible, plummy figure with a high forehead that was
  almost prototype Cameronian. Heaths fast decision (Powell had given his speech in Birmingham only the previous afternoon) made it almost impossible for British politicians to criticise
  immigration for the next forty years.


  In that vacuum the multi-cultural ideas propagated by the then Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, went unchallenged. The late Jenkins and his sidekick Anthony Lester (an oily barrister of wearily
  superior airs who is still up to no good in the House of Lords) may have introduced Britain to multi-culturalism but it was Opposition leader Heath who wielded the more telling influence. By
  slamming the desktop so hard on Powells fingers he created a climate of political terror about immigration. The ensuing silence was far more damaging to inter-community relations than old
  Enochs mercurial rhetoric.


  Heath was a humourless man, a poor public speaker who held the electorate in low esteem. How he won a general election, Lord knows. As he showed with his attitude to Britains relationship
  with the European Economic Community (later, and more honestly, the European Union), he thought he knew better than the voters.


  At the time of the Powell speech he said he did not believe the great majority of the British people share Mr Powells way of putting his views in his speech. Note the
  precision of that claim. Heath was not saying that the great majority of the British people disagreed with Powell about immigration. He was talking about his way of putting his views.
  It aint what you say, its the way that you say it.


  Powell had indeed used insulting language  at one point talking about charming, wide-grinning picaninnies following an old white woman down the street and chanting the one
  word of English they knew, racialist. Picaninny was a lurid, incautious noun and was undeniably racist, but immigration at that time was mainly a black phenomenon. Today
  it is as much a white affair (from Eastern Europe) and is every bit as open to question. Powell was speaking about the immigration that confronted him and the British people at that time. Powell
  had also spoken about excreta being pushed through the old womans letterbox in a multi-racial area. This was probably the more shocking phrase. It coarsened the debate in a way
  that may have been realistic but was then very shocking to a still polite Britain.


  So Heath took umbrage, swiftly. He was leaned on by some members of the Shadow Cabinet to get rid of Powell, a spiky figure who was not prepared to bend to the modernising orthodoxies of the
  Wilson era. What a smouldering presence he must have been at Shadow Cabinet meetings, declining to join in discussions when he knew he would only disagree with his colleagues. That silence must
  have driven the less bookish, more emollient politicians in the room mad with uncertainty. Silence can be far more unsettling than an outburst. No wonder some of them wanted him out.


  Powell was Shadow Defence Secretary. Did he represent a threat to Heaths leadership? It seems unlikely that such a loner could ever have picked up the support needed for a successful
  pitch at the party leadership. More persuasive is the suggestion that Heath sacked the man with the penetrating blue gaze and pencil moustache because he, as party leader, needed to assert some
  machismo. Powell presented a target and had been riding for a swipe. Heath may not have been politically threatened by him but he may have felt intellectually threatened. He rushed into the
  decision to try to kill the story (hah!) and it could be said that he had a legitimate gripe with Powell for speaking against party policy. Perhaps the Homburg-hatted prophets
  worst crime was to voice widespread fears held by the common man, that low-bellied beast from whom the humbly born Heath had done so much to distance himself.


  The sacking caused an uproar, bringing Powells comments to far wider attention. Dockers and meat traders marched on Parliament to say We want Enoch! Heaths delicate
  class sensitivities must have been set jangling like a fire engine bell. Race relations were indeed harmed in those early weeks and months, and largely thanks to Heaths over-reaction. How
  much more effectively he could have defused the situation had he only shown a little wry humour, a wafted Enoch will be Enoch or a tolerant, big-tent while I deplore his choice
  of language it is important that politicians listen to and engage with the fears of their constituents. But Heath was not that sort of man. He lacked the wit. He lacked the grace. Such
  qualities matter in a politician. Although high-brows and academics assert that policy is more important than personality, character traits are an essential part of a politicians armoury.
  They enable him to deal with crises and to manage other politicians. This is every bit as important as policy formation.


  Others in British public life looked at what had happened to Powell and, like sheep who have seen a colleague devoured by the wolf, veered away from the danger spot. Immigration became a no-no
  issue. The only people who could discuss it and claim it for their own were the pro-immigration lobby. When Heath became Prime Minister (the surprise election victory killed Powells
  political career) he properly accommodated the Asian refugees from Idi Amins Uganda but did little to address widespread doubts about immigration. Margaret Thatcher was equally timid when
  she gained power and under Tony Blair the numbers continued to rise fast. By 2005 we had become a country in which the separation of cultures had fed an ethnic grievance culture which bred British
  Islamic terrorists. The Thames may not have foamed red but that summer blood from the streets certainly washed into the gutters of London.


  Powell had spoken of 50,000 new arrivals a year as being too high. Today the rate is more like 300,000. His language may have been unpleasant but his analysis was pretty much spot on.


  Heath went on to prolonged failure. He resented the success of Margaret Thatcher for the last thirty years of his life. It ate away at him, turning him into a squat stewpot of boiling hatred. To
  see him slumped in his seat below the House of Commons gangway could leave one feeling spiritually dirty, soiled by his unhappiness. How could any human soul sustain such misery over such a long
  time? There was so much bile in him that it was only a surprise it did not ooze out of the wet corners of his sparsely lashed eyes. It seemed incomprehensible that this bitter man could truly be a
  pianist and yachtsman. Do musicians not allow the beauty of creation to alleviate their torments? Do sailors not stand in awe of the sea and come to reflect that fate can never be wrestled?


  Enoch Powell may have made a racist speech but he was five times the man Edward Heath was.


  
    
  


  24 The Very Rev. Ronald Jasper


  When York Minster shot up in flames in 1984 there were some who thought the Almighty was exacting revenge. The heterodox Bishop of Durham, David
  Jenkins, had been installed at the Minster a few days earlier. Those flames licking the Minsters roof were divine retribution on Judas Jenkins!


  Was it not equally likely that God, morale ground low by the plastic language of modern liturgy, sent down his thunderbolts as a sign of displeasure with another priest, Ronald Jasper? The
  turbulent Jasper, Dean of York from 197584, was the man who more than any other liturgical scholar was responsible for the erosion of the finest expression of religion in the English
  language, the Book of Common Prayer. For years he badgered archbishops to introduce radical reform of Anglican services. Change, change, change, that was Jaspers goal  and finally he
  got his way. At his urging the Church produced the Alternative Service Book, the dreaded ASB, unrhythmic, babyish, its prose as tinny as a can of beans. No wonder our churches are nowadays so much
  more empty. Jasper caused this, the bloody fool.


  Certain types of clergy make the mistake of presuming that congregants want to understand and follow every word of what is said at divine service. They delude themselves into thinking that their
  sermons are a vital part of proceedings. At the altar they pause mid-sentence to lend emphasis to words they feel to be important. They also list special outposts of the Anglican communion 
  we pray today for the Church in Outer Mongolia  and seriously expect every soul in the pews to bend knee and brow to that particular command.


  These priests do not realise, the schmucks, that many churchgoers feel prayer rather than thinking it. There are some, probably more than we like to realise, who struggle even to do that.
  But with time, with repetition of familiar phrases, the soul will respond, albeit in a non-high-brow way. We plug into faith via the singing of hymns or the echo of organ chords or the whiff of
  incense or the flavour of cold flagstones in our nostrils. Alliteration and metre can lull us into a state of prayerfulness, for instance in the words of the Prayer Books General
  Thanksgiving with its humble and hearty thanks and the hope that we shew forth thy praise, not only with our lips but in our lives. Church is an aesthetic experience, a
  hit to the senses as much as it is a cerebral analysis of what we believe  if indeed we feel certain we believe anything.


  The Prayer Books very age lends it a dignity and a wisdom. We use it (or, until Jasper came along, used it) knowing that generations have gone before us mouthing the same supplications on
  their journeys from cradle to deathbed. Although we delude ourselves into thinking that today is different and that the twenty-first century poses unmatched challenges, the Book of Common Prayer
  shows otherwise. Its steady cadences should calm us. Disease, drought, death  all have come and gone in previous centuries. The Prayer Book shows modern mankind that he is not quite so
  exceptional after all. Far from being elitist, the Prayer Book is fantastically humbling and puts todays Sanhedrin firmly in their place.


  Ronald Jasper, alas, did not agree. He devoted himself to tearing down the temple and encouraging the horrid little communion service booklets (of which Series 3 was the worst shocker) which
  segued into the ASB. Jasper and his cronies ripped the Prayer Book from the hands of a meek Anglican culture. He may not have been quite as violent as Thomas Cromwell during the iconoclastic
  rampages of the sixteenth century but the result was scarcely less destructive. By the time of his death in 1990 the Church of England was markedly less strong than it had been when he set out on
  his programme of leeching liturgical diminishment.


  Many of the worst disasters to befall Britain in recent years can be traced back to a committee and lo, it came to pass, Ronald Jasper was a great committee man. Committees were where he felt in
  his element, able to stack votes and build alliances, steer busy chairmen and by-pass flamboyant opponents. The ASB was pretty much written by committee  and reads like it.


  In 1963 Jasper pestered Michael Ramsay, then Archbishop of Canterbury, into organising a Joint Liturgical Group. When Ramsay asked who could run such a group he found his eyes being drawn to the
  nearby figure of Jasper. Oh well, your Grace, if you insist. Jasper became the groups secretary. A year later the Archbishop of York, Donald Coggan, decided he wanted to hand over the
  chairmanship of the Liturgical Commission. Might Jasper, who had pressed hard for the commission to be announced in the first place and had served on it since, be willing to fill in for the
  Archbishop? Very well, your Grace. Inadequate though I be . . .


  Jasper, this latter-day Wolsey, this fiendish combination of radical and self-polished saint, had built himself a reputation as a liturgical expert. That is, he knew about the history of prayers
  and worship. This made him difficult to beat in scholastic argument. It did not, alas, make him a poet. Nor did it give him a sympathy with the non-intellectual churchgoer, the sort of lay
  worshipper who looked to matins on Sunday for reassurance and for familiar comfort, a time to blast away at the Te Deum with its two changes of gear, and then to mumble about erring like lost
  sheep. The trouble with experts is that they know change will bring them work. Without change the expert can find himself short of opportunities to flash his brilliance. Experts very seldom argue
  for the status quo.


  Jaspers commission cleared the ground for the Prayer Book (Alternative and Other Services) Measure of 1965. Soon the Prayer Book was being heaved aside by replacement liturgy. Certainty
  in worship disappeared. The neophiles were in the cockpit and piloting the aircraft hard  towards misfortune. Three versions of a new liturgy were introduced. Then came the horrid ASB of
  1980, reducing worship to the level of inane prattle rather than the haunting beauty of the Prayer Book. By now hundreds of thousands of hours of time had been spent by clergymen and lay volunteers
  on committee discussion, time which might have been better spent engaged in ministry or simple church maintenance. The impression given was of a Church consumed with its own affairs and which
  lacked faith in its past. No wonder the flock fled.


  The ASB did not last. In fact it was almost farcically shortlived and today it may not be used in authorised services, having been replaced by an even newer bit of nonsense, Common Worship. But
  the damage has been done. Anglicans returning to church worship in their middle years, as has always been the pattern, find nothing familiar on which to lean. The history and the wonderment have
  been removed from many services, like outer layers of paint being stripped from a great oil painting by over-enthusiastic restorers. Although Cranmers masterpiece has made a modest return in
  some parishes, others continue to be haunted by the ghost of the vandalistic Ronald Jasper. Knowledge of the Prayer Book is now so limited that when Prince Charles and Camilla Parker-Bowles used
  its general Confession for their wedding blessing some newspaper editors seized on its words  our manifold sins and wickedness . . . provoking most justly thy wrath and indignation .
  . . we are heartily sorry for these our misdoings; the remembrance of them is grievous unto us  as an extraordinary admission of adultery. These editors had no idea that such words
  were historic acknowledgements of humanity and its flaws. Perhaps morning conference on Fleet Street should occasionally begin with that Confession.


  As churchgoers we are taught to forgive those who sin against us. Looking at the forlorn ruin that is currently the Church of England it is hard to summon much in the way of forgiveness for
  Ronald Jasper. May he rest in peace, however, the stupid, unyielding, tradition-trashing fool. And may we never forget the lessons of his terrible misdoings.


  
    
  


  25 Graham Kelly


  Not many multi-billion-pound businesses owe their existence to a myopic, mumbling former Blackpool bank teller, but that is the case with English
  footballs Premier League. Big-time soccer, with its flash cars, trashy values, vast pay-offs, dodgy foreign money, twisted finances and scavenging agents  in short, one of the
  unchecked fountains of decadence in Britain today, gushing raw greed into societys open gutters  would not be what it is today but for the efforts of a gormless football administrator
  called Graham Kelly.


  Two decades ago this Kelly, rotund and bespectacled, was the public face of the beautiful game. On the pitch it may have offered bronzed, muscular Adonises. Off the pitch it gave
  us the inadequate Kelly, a prize specimen of the genus football administratus incompetus. Somehow or other  there must have been a lamentable shortage of candidates  he had
  become chief executive of the Football Association in 1988. His tenure saw football reach a low ebb. This may have been coincidence or the two may have been directly linked.


  The FA runs the game in England, both at the wide amateur level (the Hackney Marshes leagues and their counterparts across the country) and also the narrower professional game. The FA should be
  feared and respected in equal measure, rather like a good referee. It has the power to expel any club which misbehaves or breaks its codes. Expulsion could put a club out of business but things
  should never reach that stage.


  In addition to running Wembley stadium and the FA Cup the Association guards the soul of football, looks after its rules, manages disciplinary matters and tries to ensure that the English
  national team wins a few games. Such were the burdens which faced chief executive Kelly, a grammar school boy from Poulton-le-Fylde who started his working life behind the counter at Barclays
  Bank.


  There is, alas, a huge gap between weighing bags of sixpences for Mr Arkwright the greengrocer of a Friday afternoon and sitting down with some of the sharpest sheepskin coats in the Western
  world to negotiate valuable TV rights for professional football. This gap proved to be one that Robert Henry Graham Kelly was unable to bridge. Before that chasm became undeniably clear, alas,
  Kelly allowed the richest clubs in the land to set up a breakaway league and take their TV rights with them.


  The FA colluded in the formation of the Premier League because it hoped it might nurture some better England players and, it is said, for the petty political reason that it would muck up the old
  Football League (a rival of the FA). The second may have happened but the first most certainly has not. The Premier League has gone on a mad foreign spending spree and some of our top football
  clubs now have few England-qualified players. At the same time the distribution of TV money throughout the professional game has withered. The split used to be 50 per cent to the First Division, 25
  per cent to the Second Division, and 25 per cent between the Third and Fourth Divisions. Now the split is 91 per cent (of some 2.7 billion) to the Premier League with the other scrapings
  being shared among the rest.


  Should we care? Is this not an example of strong businesses reaping their due? Reap they most certainly have. The directors and managers and star players and coaches and players agents
  all make enormous sums of money out of the game. But the idea of football as a game, as a pleasurable activity, as a diversion from lifes more serious demands, has been lost. A Second
  Division football club can give its town or city a strong sense of identity and comradeship. If run well, and if it has the money, it can enthuse local boys and get them to do some exercise rather
  than loaf around the streets in the evenings. A local football team can provide local heroes, pin-ups whose behaviour can help set an example. But if that local football team is going bust, thanks
  to a rotten deal signed by the Football Association, such admirable things will not happen.


  This is what happened in 1992 when Kelly and his FA colleagues signed away the TV rights to top football. Money which would have gone to the provinces and to the lower-ranked teams of English
  football went instead to pampered international stars, allowing them to buy another Maserati for the garage, another mistress for the penthouse, another raucous night out in the city centre where
  reprobate behaviour will generate misery and from which all sense of civic respect is absent.


  This is the amoral, venal, shallow world which Graham Kellys disastrous 1992 deal with the Premier League created. Kelly was about as far from an ideal public face for football as could
  be imagined. He was unfit. He spoke in a wheezy, high-pitched voice. On television, when being grilled under the studio lights, he would regularly push his glasses up his sweaty nose. He had no
  natural command or wit. He may have made the likes of Beckham and Owen and Drogba unbelievably rich. But he rendered the rest of us a great deal poorer.


  
    
  


  26 Graham Kendrick


  One of the more excruciating dilemmas in twenty-first-century Britain  makes your toes curl like Ali Babas slippers  is
  attending a wedding or christening and discovering that your friends have chosen a happy-clappy hymn. How could they?


  The organ strikes up some plinkety-plop notes, saccharine chords which sound like something off a bad Disney film. There follows a syncopated chorus and inane words ascribed to someone maybe
  called Bob or Brian, well-meaning but prosaic mooncalves who have presumed to oust the genius of Wesley and Bach. And now, from the BBC Songs of Praise
  book, number 231, If I were a Butterfly, simpers the priest. His weak smile lends him the air of a ruminant with gaseous afflictions. Up strikes the tune, feeble-minded,
  numbingly repetitive. That particular masterpiece about the butterfly contains the lines,


  
    
      And if I were a fuzzy wuzzy bear,


      Id thank you, Lord, for my fuzzy wuzzy hair


      But I just thank you, Father, for making me me.

    

  


  Corporal Jones from Dads Army would be in his element. Fuzzy wuzzies, indeed. So there you stand in the pews, appalled, mutinous. Do you refuse to sing a note? Or do you mumble
  along in the choral equivalent of a dirty protest and as the last notes fade utter a stage whisper to your wife, saying, What a perfectly ghastly hymn? You certainly, if you
  have any self-respect, give a barrel or two to the priest as you leave the church. Protest to the clerics is important. We shouldnt let them get away lightly with this drivel.


  Happy-crappy hymns are a pestilence. They demean adult worship, dragging it to a level even lower than that of Mrs C.F. Alexanders All Things Bright and Beautiful (1848).
  They are self-obsessed, babyish, clichd, simplistic. They try not to use too many multi-syllable words lest the poor lambs in the church become confused. No consubstantial,
  co-eternal as in the seventh-century Blessed City Heavenly Salem here, thank you. The butterfly song even has accompanying actions. When they get to the fuzzy wuzzy line they
  froth up their hair and, for all I know, do black and white minstrel-style smiles.


  Several authors have written these appalling hymns. In the case of the fuzzy wuzzies it was someone called Brian Howard, a guitar-strumming humorist whose other contribution to the
  historic canon of Western ecclesiastical music is a hymn I Just Wanna be a Sheep. You dont have long to scramble for safety with that one before it has you mouthing the words
  I pray the Lord my soul to keep, I just wanna be a sheep, Baa baa, baa, baa.


  The daddy of them all when it comes to such gloopy nonsense, however, is Graham Kendrick, author of Shine, Jesus, Shine. If they ever do an accompanying video it will no doubt
  portray Christ as a window cleaner on his ladder. Kendrick, who has a personal website complete with a briskly efficient shopping section, is the nations pre-eminent churner-outer of
  evangelical bilge. This man is the king of happy-clappy banalities. He started writing hymns in the late 1960s (age of flower-power gormlessness) and has now written 400 of the ruddy things.
  Quantity, as ever, has thrived at the expense of quality.


  The jazzy chorus of Shine, Jesus, Shine is particular agony, accompanied, as it often is, by a couple of show-offs in the front pews raising their arms and swinging them from side
  to side. The hand-gesture brigade do not let themselves be deterred by the minor detail of holding a hymn book at the same time. Such is their Messianic zeal that they learn the lines off by heart,
  the better to gyrate and lean. Oh, come on, its only a hymn, the appeasers say. But it is much more than that. It is a fight for English culture.


  Familiar old hymns are being ripped away like ivy. Hymns Ancient and Modern, full of muscular harmonies, is being dumped from parish churches as the happy-clappy plague spreads. The green
  cloth covers of the English Hymnal, filled with Ralph Vaughan Williamss adaptations of medieval English airs, are now rarely seen.


  It will not be long before a happy-clappy hymn is played at a coronation. Its little short of a miracle that Kings College, Cambridge, has not been forced to accommodate the
  syncopation tendency in its annual Christmas carol service. Traditionalists elsewhere are being forced to yield and accept that times have moved on. Should it not be a strength of
  Anglican worship that it does not move with the times and instead provides continuity at a time of baffling change? But it seems we must always cede to toothpaste-scented freaks with razored
  beards and plodding chord sequences. Out with the harmonium! In with the electric guitar! Out with the hymns sung by our forebears, such as He Who Would Valiant Be and Hills of
  the North. In with some soupy Daniel ODonnell hit or the roughage-rich Bind Us Together or the negro spiritual cum grammatical solecism It is Me, Me, O
  Lord.


  The hero of these neophiles, this Kendrick, is a lazy writer. Imagine Pam Ayres without the humour. There is little variety in his rhythms and he trots out some frightful old chestnuts. He calls
  religious love pure as the whitest snow. Come on, man, even a schoolgirl would blush to use that one again. Hands are always being held in his hymns. Different faces is
  followed, inevitably, by different races. Joy comes in rivers. So do grace and mercy. Graham is fond of a river. Such a powerful metaphor, innit?


  Just when congregations may be trying to raise their souls to higher things, Kendrick slips a mention of traffic jams into his hymn Wish I Could Cry (Another Bad Day at the World).
  One minute you are trying to envisage the Holy Ghost. The next minute an image of a Mini Metro is thrust at you.


  Sometimes Kendrick does not even bother to maintain his simplistic rhymes. In Youre the Perfume, Im the Jar the aa, bb scheme breaks down in the penultimate verse.
  The last word of that song (Kendrick and his lot dislike the word hymn) is Ah. Urrrgh might have been more accurate. My sister-in-law, whose parish church
  in Derbyshire has been colonised by happy clappies, reports that there is another go-ahead hymn which has a Cossack flavour and ends in the word hoi! Good grief. Oh, but the
  children love these songs, say defenders. No they dont. When a happy-clappy hymn is chosen at my childrens school chapel rehearsals a shout goes up from scores of voices:
  Its one of the crappy modern jobs!


  While church attendance figures continue to go gurgling down the drain, supporters of these new hymns argue that there is nothing wrong in being happy. Nothing wrong in it, agreed.
  But not all congregants want to, or are able to, radiate happiness all the time. One of the characteristics of English Protestantism is its discretion and the privacy it allows the worshipper. This
  has been moulded by our North European reserve. It suits the native English character. There may be a time and place for happiness but church worship is a time for inner examination, not bullying,
  incessant gaiety. People often come to church at times of crisis in their lives, be it death or family pressure, career difficulty or spiritual anxiety. They may be in a fragile state. And yet here
  are the happy clappies insisting that they bang a tambourine, just as they insist that the inner spell of adult supplication be ruptured in their communion services in order to shake hands or kiss
  neighbours at the sign of peace.


  The sturdy hymns of England, musical embodiment of the stoicism, resolve and undemonstrative solidarity of our nation, are in severe peril, and all thanks to ill-shaven remnants of the late
  1960s, grinning inadequates who have never got over the fact that they werent Cat Stevens. Our church music is being eroded by the pulverisingly puerile. Say a prayer for it. But please,
  whatever you do, dont burst into the butterfly song.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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