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        ‌Foreword

        ‌Plus ça change…

        Twenty-five years ago I returned from a four-year posting as chief US correspondent of the Observer. In 1987 Margaret Thatcher was in her pomp, about to win a third term of office. I wanted to explore again my own country, so I took notebook and pen and set out to report what I found. I travelled widely – from Aberdeen and the already fading oil boom, via the dying, post miners’ strike, Durham coalfields, the north-west and a failing new town, sink estates, a successful comprehensive, the homes of affluent immigrants, the bolt holes of victims of race hate, the factory floor, the boardroom and the booming City wine bars immediately after the ‘Big Bang’. 

        I journeyed with an open mind. I was not bent on ‘Thatcher-bashing’, but I soon encountered aspects of British life that alarmed me (and alarm me yet more now). Already the poor were being blamed – as in early Victorian days – for their plight; to be poor was to have ‘failed’; those who could were being encouraged to shift for themselves in vital areas of public life like education; the NHS, buckling under the strain of an ageing population and vastly more expensive treatments and medicines, was becoming the political minefield it is today; the old industrial areas were bleak and declining – our national crisis was that we were fast dividing into ‘them’ and ‘us’ camps, a vast gulf opening between comfortable and very uncomfortable Britain. The comfortable were taking it for granted that homeless people dossed down for the night in the doorways of West End theatres, while, riots apart, uncomfortable Britain was normally safely out of sight and mind. 

        Born in the 1940s, I belong to what has been dubbed the ‘lucky generation’. The cards were stacked in our favour: good free education, copious and stimulating job opportunities, affordable homes even for those on modest salaries, a coping health service and longer life expectancies than any previous generation. Our further luck was that, as we became adults, Britain grew more harmonious, more egalitarian, more civilized: it was good to live in these islands. The unity fostered by the second world war, when (within reason) all classes were in the same boat, and the benefits of the welfare state had combined to create a country at ease with itself. Of course, not everything was perfect. Trades unions and poor managements had between them rendered Britain uncompetitive. Millions of days were lost to strikes; innovation lagged; industrial complacency reigned. We had crafted effective political and industrial structures for our defeated enemy, Germany, but thirty-five years on we ourselves had failed to modernize. Something had to be done and someone had to do it. That someone proved of course to be Margaret Thatcher. By 1987 she was, by head and shoulders, the most significant player in Britain. It was her era, and she ruled the roost, bestriding every aspect of national life: young people who grew up during her reign as PM were dubbed ‘Thatcher’s children’.

        She arrived on the steps of 10 Downing Street in May 1979 mouthing the emollient words of St Francis of Assisi: ‘Where there is discord, may we bring harmony. Where there is error, may we bring truth. Where there is doubt, may we bring faith. And where there is despair, may we bring hope.’ I already knew something of the lady, and these were not the sentiments I expected to hear from her lips. I had seen her at close quarters steamroller people with whom she disagreed. On the day of her first general election success I was on a beach in Florida trying to catch fish with my children. The local radio station opened its British election report – the third item in the running order after traffic accidents – with the news that actress Vanessa Redgrave (standing for the Workers’ Revolutionary Party) had failed to be elected to the British parliament. The newscaster had just time before an ad break to slip in the information that the United Kingdom had elected its first woman prime minister. 

        Back in London I reported on the first two years of life in Britain under her new government, before heading again for Washington and four years abroad. When I left, Mrs Thatcher was as unpopular as any PM had been in the early stages of an administration. It seemed likely that I would return to a Thatcherless Britain, breathing more easily after the trauma of her short regime. Unemployment was going through the roof, and manufacturing through the floor. The divisions between Briton and Briton, narrowing over the previous thirty-five years, were again widening. Harmony was not the word. However, in April 1982, I was in the office of Senator John Warner, one of Elizabeth Taylor’s cast-off husbands and a member of the US Senate Armed Services Committee, when he took a phone call. ‘Your country is at war with Argentina,’ he said as he replaced the receiver. Mrs Thatcher entered those alarming months when the success of the Falklands conflict hung in the balance as a failing premier: she emerged triumphant, and the ‘Iron Lady’ – myth in the making – had been born.

        She swept back to office in 1983, and for the next seven years dominated British politics. Lord Hailsham, her lord chancellor, had coined the term ‘elective dictatorship’ to describe the British constitutional arrangement whereby a prime minister with a large parliamentary majority can more or less do as he (or she) pleases – although his target had been the then Labour government. Margaret Thatcher was, without doubt (as Tony Blair was to be a generation later), an elected dictator. What she said went: doubters were brushed aside, dandruff on the political collar.

        It was, therefore, the Iron Lady’s Britain to which I came home. To speak ill of her was to commit (in many eyes) treachery, certainly lack of enthusiasm ran the risk of being condemned as unpatriotic. This book was attacked in a Sunday Times editorial (alongside work by Ian McEwan and Hanif Kureishi) as being ‘smugly negative’. We stood accused of gathering at ‘favourite watering holes, where (even in such supposedly hard times) the Montrachet flows freely’. If only. Our sin was to doubt. ‘Rejoice, rejoice,’ Thatcher had exhorted the nation as the Argentinians were defeated. The mood persisted: Britain was, so Thatcher’s supporters proclaimed, on its way again. Those who were less than enthusiastic about our leader and who failed to rejoice were deeply unfashionable and – if they knew what was good for them, implied the Sunday Times – would do well to keep their thoughts to themselves.

        Whatever one’s views, it was impossible not to recognize that Thatcher was a phenomenal force blowing through British (and world) politics: through the sale of the more desirable council homes she put capital into the hands of a new class of person; she curbed (emasculated might be a better word) the unions; she wrapped the union flag tightly about these islands. But the way she did things was not always pretty, and even her devoted supporters had to acknowledge that she was deeply divisive. The current silly ‘Marmite’ test – you either love it or hate it – has nothing on the ‘Thatcher’ test. Indifference was not an option. I know people to this day who will not have a word said against her: to them she remains untouchable, on a pedestal with Winston Churchill. I know others who continue to blame her and her legacy for the ills of economic failure and social division that afflict us now. At one stage such people even blamed her (not always jokingly) for bad weather.

        I have changed nothing in this book except the title, for what strikes me returning to my own return twenty-five years on is how far Britain has remained unaltered. Add a few noughts for inflation, and 1987 is still with us. The difficulties that beset us now, beset us then. Even the statistics are eerily similar – three million out-of-work then, nearly three million out-of-work now, for example. The film, The Iron Lady – a strangely crafted biopic, in which Thatcher, portrayed as a senile woman who labours under the delusion that her late husband, Denis, is still with her, revisits her life and career – is far from accurate. But it does shine a light on her dominance, mistress of all she surveyed, in particular mistress of the pusillanimous Tory wets in her Cabinet. She vowed to go ‘on and on and on’, and in 1987 it was easy to believe that she might. One myth, perpetuated by the film, is that Mrs Thatcher’s origins were ever so ’umble; if not born in a cardboard box, she nonetheless had had to climb a very greasy pole. The Iron Lady shows her serving behind the counter of her father’s grocer’s shop in Grantham. When Thatcher became Tory leader, I interviewed her prudently low-profile sister, Muriel, an Essex farmer’s wife who pooh-poohed this image. ‘Our father had destined Margaret for Oxford, and she would sweep through the shop with her school books under her arm past the girls he employed to serve the customers.’ Thatcher may not have possessed swathes of Scotland, as had previous Tory leaders, but her father was mayor of Grantham, alderman, chairman of the grammar school governors, politically successful in the local milieu and fiercely ambitious for his clever daughter. He actually owned two shops. Her disadvantages were exaggerated (as were John Major’s some years later) for political ends. She was from many rungs further up the social ladder than her hated predecessor, Edward Heath. She certainly didn’t fool the people I met on my journey round Britain, who saw her – with her son Mark at Harrow and a hereditary title for her husband – most certainly as ‘one of them’ rather than as ‘one of us’. 

        Shortly (and this is not to wish her ill, but is inevitable) there will be the Thatcher State Funeral and a flood tide of reassessments. This book, however, is not a reassessment: it is contemporary reporting of what it was actually like to live and work in many areas of British life when Mrs T ruled the roost.

        Then we had: rapidly declining manufacturing; holidays, homes and cars financed by mounting debt; overpaid City slickers; insane house prices; a fast-growing underclass of long-term unemployed, economically unwanted; a society divided by education and opportunity; arguments over welfare; inner-city knife crime; a gulf between the north and the south; riots across the country; business struggling for bank finance. Sound familiar? What we sowed then, we reap now. While in Washington I missed key moments of Thatcher’s time as PM – the high of the Falklands War and the low of the miners’ strike. But before she became prime minister, I had seen her sweep aside views counter to her own arguments. She was invited to a lunch I attended at The Observer, and, as she had recently served as a junior Treasury spokesperson, the editor also asked an economics professor from the LSE. As soon as this wretched man said anything with which she disagreed, she pounced: ‘Nonsense. Absolute nonsense, professor.’ The overwhelmed academic was rapidly reduced to silence. He had been at the LSE for thirty years: Thatcher had a few months of front-bench experience under her belt. No wonder that Tory Cabinet ministers wilted later.

        Throughout my travels, the spectre of Thatcher hovered over the proceedings: her economic policies were destroying old industries like coal and steel-making and hollowing out the communities that depended on this work. It was brutal, and seemed certain to leave as its legacy what Thatcher’s present-day successor, David Cameron, has dubbed ‘the broken society’. People in the City and elsewhere were becoming obscenely rich. ‘The Devil take the hindmost’ had become the dominant political philosophy. A man who waited at a bus stop in the rain was a fool if he could afford a fast, warm BMW. The greed – and the lack of controls that made that greed possible – had become not just acceptable, but praiseworthy. Twenty-five years on, the chickens have come home to roost: we have both the broken society (starkly revealed in the 2011 riots) and a rampant capitalism that has brought the wider economy to its current plight. Britain (and, to be fair, much of the Western world) is on its knees, and the responsibility here (and to some extent abroad) rests on the record of the elderly woman portrayed by Meryl Streep in The Iron Lady to evoke our pity.

        The character of the woman as seen through the eyes of the many British people with whom I spoke was better revealed in the photo on cover of this book. Taken in 1987, the year I was writing, by Middlesbrough Gazette photographer Peter Reimann, it shows Thatcher alone in the industrial wasteland of the north-east. The occasion remains famous locally as ‘The Walk in the Wilderness’. How she (or her handlers) allowed her to be so utterly exposed among the economic ruins, is a mystery. But there she stands – bouffant hair, power suit, handbag – the woman who was to proclaim that there was ‘no such thing as society’. As a northern professor of politics said: Thatcher’s government was ‘foreign’ to many over whom it presided. 

        We write and talk today as if City greed is new. We rolled our eyes when Peter Mandelson said that he was ‘intensely relaxed about people getting filthy rich’ (a comment he later both modified and regretted), but there were plenty of people saying much the same thing twenty-five years ago. American arbitrageur Ivan Boesky, for one: ‘Greed is all right by the way. I want you to know that you can be greedy and still feel good about yourself.’ The Big Bang created the first wave of extremely rich City workers, earning by their wheeling and dealing many times the salary of productive professionals such as engineers. Not long after writing this book I went to Oxford University during the recruitment ‘milk round’: the city’s Randolph Hotel was packed with undergraduates in suits, desperate for jobs in the financial sector. Even I was addressed by these aspirants as ‘sir’, in case I was an undercover head-hunter. After the First World War, a confidential government document warned that the ‘foolish and dangerous ostentation of the rich’ would create social unrest. In 1987, when the young and privileged partied on their City salaries and on inherited wealth as if there was no tomorrow, that lesson had long been forgotten. Sloanes were in their prime, and the jeunesse dorée drank themselves insensible as their elders paraded at Ascot and Henley. My memories of encounters with the Hooray Henries of 1987 are stirred whenever I see a picture of the young royals staggering from the Boujis nightclub. Those troubled by the impact of the fast-widening wealth gap were open-mouthed at the audacity of the young plutocrats of 1987. Like the poor, they remain with us.

        A stone’s throw from where these people partied, thousands lived in deprivation and fear, warehoused in south London’s grim estates. What might be described as ‘the NCO class’ – those who, through running youth groups and being prepared to stand up to troublemakers, gave stability to such communities – had despaired and departed, leaving behind the predators and the preyed-upon. One woman told me: ‘The people who have power to make changes are far away, they haven’t a clue what it is all about.’ In fact they were just down the road in Westminster and the City, but what the woman meant was that the powers-that-were lived on an altogether different plane of reality. When riots broke out in Tottenham in August 2011, there was not just dismay, but also disbelief. There should not have been. The environment from which those troubles sprang was well-established in 1987, and the people I met uttered constant warnings. Nothing had changed. A few years after this book first appeared with its chapter on the North Peckham estate, the young Nigerian schoolboy Damilola Taylor was stabbed to death there on a bleak concrete stairway, occasioning a momentary paroxysm of concern. But the main focus of attention was, as ever, on detection of the ‘evil’ culprits, rather than on the living conditions – constant from that day to this like City greed. Comfortable Britain’s collective lack of knowledge as to how ‘the other half’ lives has in recent years been yet further reduced. Present-day newspapers and magazines, dazzled by celebrity and ‘names’, devote almost no resources to reporting what life is really like in Britain.

        When politicians and the media rail against the radicalization of young British Muslims, they turn for the explanation to extreme religion (and its preachers) and, occasionally, the political and emotional impact of western wars against Islamic countries. They ignore (or more likely fail to recognize) that black and Asian Britons still suffer harassment and fear on a level that white people would find insupportable. The Stephen Lawrence murder (another of those Damilola Taylor moments) led, thanks to the determination of his parents, to both a condemnation of the capital’s police as ‘institutionally racist’ and (eventually) to two convictions. In 2001 there were riots in northern towns, the response to which was again first and foremost to arrest and convict those in the front line. In 1987 I visited beleaguered flats where terrified Asians hunkered down, both tormented by racist skinheads and cold-shouldered by the police. They were angry, but impotent. But there were plenty of storm warnings that eventually the children of immigrants would rise up. Among the many thousands who felt discriminated against, it is not too fanciful to think there was a handful who would be attracted by Islamic militancy. So long as the lid appeared to be tightly screwed down, those who might have improved race relations at the bottom of society did little. The Institute of Race Relations (IRR) recently issued a report, ‘Racial Violence: the Buried Issue’. Still buried indeed.

        Education is much now as it was then. The division created by independent schools has, if anything, grown wider. George Orwell highlighted the fact that the post-war Labour government would have achieved more social equality, and therefore greater social contentment, had it used its clout and energies to abolish the public schools rather than to nationalize the commanding heights of the economy. Melvyn Bragg was quoted recently as saying that the public schools ‘are the bedrock of the inequality that cripples the country.’ Seven per cent of children go to fee-paying schools: did ever so short a tail wag so large a dog? In 1987, as now, the middle classes were agonizing over comprehensives. I visited one in Knutsford that without question passed the anxious parent test. But, as we know, abused by the press and largely unloved, comprehensives in the end got a firm thumbs down, hence the academies and ‘free’ schools that are the enthusiasms of the moment. In 1987 Britain’s social class bedevilled education as it bedevils it today. Choice, as a campaigner for state education told me, is a nice word for an often nasty process. I passed my teens under an Old Etonian cabal, presided over by Harold Macmillan: fifty-plus years later, I live again under an OE cabal. I asked my MP, Old Etonian Zac Goldsmith, how it came about that, in Cabinet terms, we were back in the 1950s. All the Old Etonians in the present government are, he assured me with a straight face, absolutely the best people among our 60 million fellow citizens to occupy the commanding heights. The distortion in opportunity is so obvious that those who benefit from it ought at least to recognize not just the advantages they are buying their children, but the consequences for the far greater numbers of the less fortunate. Look at the proportional imbalance in places gained at major universities between state and fee-paying students. The waste of national potential is enormous and damaging. Those who campaign against such inequalities stand accused of the ‘politics of envy’; the ‘politics of fairness’ more like.

        Our debate on so many issues is conducted by ‘them’ rather than by ‘us’. When I watch programmes like Newsnight, it strikes me that those round the table are all protected from the issues they discuss. They are not just comfortable, but fireproof, as safe as armchair generals discussing distant wars. The voice of the people is rarely heard, maybe occasionally after riots when randomly selected bystanders are given their 15 minutes (in reality 15 seconds) of fame. Then back, with relief, to the studio.

        How little anything has changed in the 25 years since Mrs Thatcher’s last election could not have been more empathically underlined than by the official verdict in March 2012 on the previous year’s August riots. The independent panel virtually parroted what I had heard forecast in so many poverty-stricken areas of Britain in 1987. The disadvantaged need ‘a stake in society’; ‘there are people “bumping along the bottom”’; 500,000 families have been ‘forgotten’. Many of those I met when writing this book understood only too well the widespread malaise that underpins social disorder. It was convenient for politicians to blame the disorder on acquisitiveness: what did they expect in a society that rams the supposed joys of new trainers and electronic toys down every throat, yet denies people the means to obtain them legitimately? As ever we responded harshly, with jail sentences for ‘looters’ who helped themselves to bottles of water.

        The unreality of David Cameron’s ‘we are all in this together’ mantra was made crystal-clear when, just before Easter 2012, petrol-tanker drivers voted to strike. Motorists surged to the forecourts; fights broke out; garages ran dry; the mood was ugly. No, we were not all in this together. Far from it. In the Britain of today, as in the Britain of yesteryear, it is each man for himself. Petrol panic in suburbia was the comfortable classes ‘me first’ equivalent of rioting. Thatcherism is now deeply embedded in the nation’s DNA.

        A business journalist told me that City trading firms were moving their offices a few hundred yards nearer the Stock Exchange in order to get information nano-seconds ahead of their competitors. If this does anything to help the rest of us and the wider economy, I for one don’t understand it. But it is, presumably, undertaken in order to make a few of the extremely rich even richer.

        The royal bandwagon rolls inexorably on. Then it was Lady Di, now it is Kate Middleton. Hope springs eternal in the monarchist’s breast. There have been hiccups along the way – that three-in-a-marriage business (or was it more?), Harry’s Nazi party piece, HM’s failure to realize what her daughter-in-law meant to the sentimental British public – but nothing that another royal wedding or a jubilee cannot erase from the collective memory. The Bahraini suppression of its own people was a rather harder problem than the late-night excesses of princelings. Royals have this tendency to stick together, a bizarre form of trade unionism. At the time of William and Kate’s wedding, huge embarrassment for ‘Her Majesty’s’ government was only avoided when – at the eleventh hour and at the height of the suppression at home – the Bahraini crown prince stayed away. As I write, the King of Bahrain is due here for the Queen’s diamond jubilee. If you believe in the hereditary principle, you can’t pick and choose with whom you consort. Republicanism in Britain has fewer adherents than t’ai chi, and even a change at the top – unwelcome though that will be among many diehard royalists when the time inevitably comes – will not alter the British infatuation with a crowned head of state and a balcony of relations. 

        Unlike Norwegians who invested their profits from the North Sea, in 1987 we were already squandering our North Sea oil – ‘pissing it against the wall’ in the words of Aberdonian bumper stickers. We are in a perilous enough economic situation as it is: had it not been for oil we would be a basket case alongside Greece. Oilmen told me how the people who beat a path to their doors in search of work were mostly from overseas (one said he would find them curled up asleep outside his office when he arrived in the morning). Since then, the Poles have arrived in a big way on these shores. They are widely abused for ‘taking our jobs’. A farmer I know sought to do something about this. Hitherto he had employed east Europeans to pack produce for the supermarkets. In the spirit of ‘British jobs for British people’, he approached his local job centre in the hope of employing British people. Fifty showed interest, of whom five actually turned up. Four quit by week’s end, and the fifth somewhat blotted his copybook by drawing a knife on a fellow worker. Back, therefore, to the trusted and reliable Estonians and Lithuanians. A short time ago I was shadowing the Labour MP Frank Field for a magazine profile when he met five unemployed teenagers. The organizer of the gathering had had to visit their homes several times to get them there for the ungodly meeting time of 10.30. Throughout the hour we were together they texted each other and giggled, and what the courteous, concerned Field had to say was as water off a duck’s back. He asked one why she had given up a job in a café after a day. ‘The boss asked me to take the rubbish out, didn’t she?’ I can see no employer touching one of those kids: no wonder the Poles ‘take our jobs’.

        The many further parallels in this book between Thatcher’s heyday and now will, I hope, jump from the page. Concerned as politicians are with the day (or more usually the minute), they are not great learners from the past. Most arguments paraded today as if they had just occurred were being kicked around a quarter of a century ago. Did the dependence on benefits (already a generation-to-generation phenomenon) sap the will to work and to embrace what the then Social Services Secretary called ‘the sheer delight of personal achievement’? Government secrecy (paranoia?), then as now, prevents us knowing what our security services do in our names. Yesteryear it was Peter Wright and his book Spycatcher; we were not allowed to read in this country though it was freely available across the globe. Now it is what our spooks get up to alongside the Americans in the ‘war on terror’. The US has changed. In these days of ‘homeland security’ my enthusiasm for the American way of life is no longer what it was when I lived there. The fall of the Berlin Wall – the greatest world-changing event since 1987 – proved not to be the end of history, but the beginning of a dolorous period of constant war. The enemy, ‘terror’, lurks in the shadows, while hundreds of thousands have died in the post 9/11 environment. Would Mrs Thatcher have ridden shotgun for George Bush as Tony Blair did? I fear and suspect so.

        I wrote in 1987 that most Americans remained isolationist and wanted their overseas troops brought home. Since those two globe-altering events, the US has flexed its muscles with disastrous consequences. The war against Saddam Hussein was irrelevant. Yes, he was a tyrant, but then so, tragically, are many other vile national leaders. No benefit was derived from the invasion, the aftermath of which still haunts the wretched Iraqi people. 9/11 created a paranoia that touched the whole world. Elderly travellers are compelled to take off their shoes at airports; British citizens are extradited to life in jail without parole for alleged crimes committed on British soil; hundreds continue to die in both Iraq and Afghanistan. As a consequence of this paranoia, America is no longer at peace with itself: its politics have grown raucous, the harmony of the 1980s long lost. American friends, staying in London, had a sleepless night as they imagined bomb attacks at every street noise; they were visibly alarmed when an Afghan cab driver arrived to pick them up. This is now the common American mindset.

        Thatcher was brought low by her own hubris. The first poll tax in 1380 led to the Peasants’ Revolt. It wasn’t peasants in 1990, but her ‘wet’ colleagues in pin-striped suits. The poll tax had divided the country as even the miners’ strike had not: the riots then were without doubt fuelled by pure political hatred rather than by an acquisitive tendency for new trainers. I was in the largely left-wing staff room of a large East End comprehensive when the news broke that Thatcher was stepping down. The cheer that went up from those teachers might have been heard from Limehouse to Tilbury.

        I ended the first edition of this book with a downbeat prophecy, forecasting that the legacy of Thatcherism would be ‘a harshly divided society’. I wrote: ‘It is not in Mrs Thatcher’s character to be a woman for all seasons.’ We older people often stand accused of looking back at a past that never was through rose-tinted glasses. In the years immediately after the Second World War, we didn’t have mobile phones, colour TV, cars jamming these islands from end to end, nightly wine-drinking in suburban homes. But we did have, or at least were moving towards, that elusive quality that Thatcher (not yet then The Iron Lady) promised. ‘Where there is discord, may we bring harmony.’ Will we have a second chance?

        A personal footnote: In my chapter on education, ‘A Little Learning’, I refer to my children, then just entering (or about to enter) a comprehensive school. The school did not have a good academic record (today, boycotted entirely by the people who can afford to live in its natural catchment area, it has a dire one), but all three children got good GCSEs and moved to a sixth-form college, where they got excellent A levels. Two went to Bristol University and one to University College London. They may have missed out on the polish on offer at fee-paying schools, and certainly missed out on the networking, blatant and cultural. But their exam results were as good as those of their peers who went private, and I hope that they understand the diversity of British society better than they would have done had their education been segregated.

        
          ROBERT CHESSHYRE, APRIL 2012
        

      

    

  
    
      
        ‌Chapter 1

        ‌‘The Poverty of Their Own Desires’

        It was 7.00 a.m., not a good hour when one has just flown the Atlantic economy class. I was stiff from spending eight hours in a seat like a straightjacket, shivery from lack of sleep, and vaguely queasy from inhaling the stale air that gathers in a Jumbo towards the end of a long flight. Half the lavatories, as ever, had been out of action, and somnambulant passengers had lined the aisles from the Irish coast till the seatbelt sign went on. Our sense of slumming it had been rubbed in by the occupation of the first-class cabin by mail bags and their escort of two security men slumbering in the wide luxury of their seats. That put us in our places. But if there is one thing worse than travelling through the night, it is the chaos of arriving before dawn.

        ‘BRITISH RAIL WELCOMES YOU TO GATWICK’ read a big sign; ‘London Victoria, trains depart every 15 minutes’. It was still dark, and a cutting wind drove along the buried platforms as if propelled by icy bellows. Someone – vandals? British Rail itself? – had skilfully removed the seats: the holes where the bolts had been showed mockingly in the tarmac. A loudspeaker barked: ‘British Rail regrets …’ It was one of those deliberately articulated third-person announcements that make the inefficiencies of public transport appear like acts of God. Not one but three Victoria express trains had been cancelled.

        I had always enjoyed coming home. I recalled – as our train, filling with unknown yet familiar people, pursued its slow way towards London – the contentment I had felt as a small boy more than thirty years earlier when flying into Northolt Airport aboard a DC-3 of British European Airways. Then, as the plane made its approach, I had peered with high excitement to catch sight of the red-tiled roofs of Middlesex suburbia, which – drear though they might have been – to me were like a lighthouse to the returning sailor, the first glimpse of an anxiously sought land. My parents lived then in France, and it was a journey I had made three times a year for three years to return to school in England, and I had never been disappointed. My last, very much more recent, return had also been a great pleasure – a sun-filled August holiday in a borrowed house on Richmond Hill. But this was my first journey to Britain for two years, and shortly I was to resume living at home again after an absence of nearly four years.

        Nothing could have tested my nerve more than arriving on a commuter train at the height of the rush hour on a bleak, cold February morning. Commuting everywhere depresses the spirit; passengers exist in limbo, their personalities temporarily on hold. Once the obviously resented disruption of the air travellers – several of them over-apologetic Americans whose tartan bags blocked the gangway – and their luggage had been absorbed, that morning’s London-bound workers resumed their quotidian routine. The elderly dozed, the young listened to headphones, from which the ‘boom-de-boom’ rhythm of percussion leaked, and those of in-between years read newspapers suitable to their station in life.

        Looking round, I realized with a shock that, although I had been living in the United States for over three years, I could nonetheless make a shrewd guess at the circumstances of most of my fellow travellers – their education, their income, their prejudices, their place in the pecking order, even perhaps where they took their holidays. It was not something I had been able to do in the States – neither, several friends told me later, could Americans – and I had grown accustomed to being amongst people less easy to read. George Orwell, in his study of The English People written after the Second World War, had reached a similar conclusion: ‘The great majority of the people can still be “placed” in an instant by their manners, clothes and general appearance.’ The reminder that so little had changed was both comforting and alarming. I had been stimulated by living in an unpredictable and – by me at least – still largely unexplored society, but I had missed deeply the sense of belonging, of being amongst familiar, small-scale landscapes and buildings, of being with people whose outlook had been shaped by the same influences as mine had been, and of being wrapped in history and traditions that stretched in the mind’s eye back almost to the beginning of recorded time. I had, I confess, briefly considered staying in the States and seeking a further job there, but it had been a whim rather than a serious exploration of the idea. The United States had been an adventure, but Britain was home.

        That Gatwick arrival was in fact the start of a preliminary visit, rather than my eventual return. I had gone ahead to scout out the territory for myself and my family; inspect our house; warn local head teachers to expect our children; dip a toe into office politics. We were due to return permanently six months later from Washington DC, where I had been the Observer’s correspondent. But this for me was the psychological moment of re-entry. From now on the questions for which there had been little time for thought for three and a half years would become incessant. What kind of a country was I returning to? What was the future for my children – at school and after? Had the British found cohesion and direction under Mrs Thatcher’s leadership? Were we a more open society? Were we less class-ridden? Were we still compassionate and tolerant? And, for me personally, how long would it take for the momentum of the United States to slow? Spies who had gone ahead, other Britons returning either to live or on holiday, deeply imbued with the expatriate outlook, had sent back dismal dispatches of overcrowding, filth, sour attitudes, inefficient shops and services, vandalism. (Twelve months later it took Mrs Thatcher a mere week in Israel to be sufficiently struck on her return by the physical squalor of the country she had then ruled for seven years to summon Richard Branson and order a national clean-up. Nearly twelve months after that, as I write this, the place is just as filthy.)

        However, there was another national characteristic which I feared more than the physical squalor that I knew awaited: if anything dampened my enthusiasm for home, it was, without doubt, British insularity. Watching the commuters that morning; eavesdropping on conversations about late trains – ‘I went for the five-oh-seven last night, but they’d cancelled it’; the perils of winter holidays abroad – ‘the change in temperature’s too great. You come back and within a few days get a stinking cold’; I felt a degree of panic. A study of the news-stand at Gatwick Airport had brought to mind Ernest Bevin’s observation of forty years earlier that ‘the working class had been crucified on the poverty of their own desires’. The papers carried front-page headlines about Princess Michael; stories on football thugs; pictures of royal children; hue and cry over ‘sex fiends’; stories about ‘Dirty Den’, a television character rather than a sex fiend; one tabloid led its front page with a ‘he deceived me’ story about a professional footballer. A hurried perusal of the shelves turned up six magazines with front-page pictures of Princess Diana. Little had changed, certainly not the names. Little had changed either, so I was to discover, at the ‘serious’ end of public affairs. I woke on my first morning to a sycophantic radio interview with a complacent junior minister, bound to his interlocutor by a cosy conspiracy of first-name terms. Apart from Mrs Thatcher herself, there appeared then to be only three figures in British public life whose opinions were worth airing – Roy Hattersley, Norman Tebbit and (most over-exposed of all) David Owen – who were interviewed on every topic that arose, appeared, often together, on every discussion show, wrote leader-page articles, and between them set the national agenda. There was only one man of greater national consequence, Terry Wogan, the apotheosis of the prevailing national infatuation with glitz. (I am writing this eighteen months later, and the national appetite for inconsequential distraction remains insatiable. The Star, the most woeful of all our papers, yesterday ‘splashed’ with a massive picture of Princess Diana meeting the cast of ‘EastEnders’ – the ultimate ‘pop paper’ story.)

        These were the symbolic irritations of coming from a capital city where events of real significance to the world took place, to one that had lost its power, but not all its delusions. In its obsession over the royal family, the nation seemed to have taken leave of its senses: ‘What’s it all in aid of?’ a character in John Osborne’s The Entertainer had asked nearly thirty years earlier. ‘Is it really just for the sake of a gloved hand waving at you from a golden coach?’ The answer, it appeared, was an emphatic ‘Yes’.

        The other, countervailing, national obsession was, without doubt, ‘yobbism’. Inner-city districts had become ‘no go’ areas for milkmen, council workers, postmen, social workers, and (though they denied it) the police. The respectable poor trapped in these horrific zones lived nightmare lives, locked indoors after dark, mugged on their way to buy food, with drug addicts on their landings and human excrement on their stairways. The yobs themselves emerged into public view when they travelled from one ghetto to another to support soccer teams. They were vicious, ignorant, cruel, unemployable, drunk, criminal, uncaring, anti-social, beyond the pale.

        The questions, as Britain struggled to come to terms with this monstrous alienation, were who was responsible and what had gone wrong? The denim-clad yobbo, with his narrow horizons and anti-social activities, was the ugly symbol of a society that had failed to fulfil its benign aspirations. The right wing, led by Tebbit, blamed the permissive sixties: the left-wing blamed the hopelessness of the yobs’ stunted lives under Thatcherism. The middle classes had begun to build American-style ghettos: a friend had just bought a flat in a ‘safe’ area behind electronic gates – symbolically within view of the Chelsea Football Club ‘shed’, a yob citadel. The only native industry with boom potential, said one wit, was burglar alarms. Surprising though it seemed to friends reared on stories of American crime and violence, where we had lived in Washington we had seldom locked our car doors at night, and neighbours went on short holidays leaving their front door unlocked.

        A wise temporary expatriate might take the precaution of living with the implications of pending return to his native land throughout his years abroad, taking them out of mental storage occasionally, and pondering upon them. I didn’t. The new life in the United States drove out the old. I had had time for only the occasional glance over my shoulder at Britain. Of course, I missed family and friends, and the easy familiarity of being with people with whom one can take up after years as if one had simply left the room to put on the kettle. But the regret I anticipated at the loss of small pleasures – cricket, English beer, the countryside – faded swiftly before the impact of new preoccupations. (I never dreamed that baseball could take the place of cricket, but eventually it did.) Living abroad, even in an English-speaking country, was akin to plunging into a foreign language and allowing one’s own, perforce, to grow rusty. Coming home, one had to learn again the native idiom.

        I knew the aspects of American life I was going to miss – the optimism, the classlessness. It is a canard, put about by apologists for the British class system, that the United States is a class-ridden society, with snobberies undreamed of even by the English. There are small pockets of virulent class, money and ‘who-do-you-know?’ consciousness, but they mean nothing to most Americans – the wide variety of the country, the feeling, renewed almost every morning, that anything is possible means that for 70 per cent of Americans equality of opportunity is a reality: they are launched into life with enormously positive impulses. Virtually every child stays in school until he is eighteen: to leave sooner is to be branded a ‘drop-out’. An English schoolteacher, who had worked for many years in the States, wrote to me that in American schools one factor was common, ‘that was a desire to learn, to get ahead (not always perhaps in a manner of which you and I might approve), but the drive was there. And of course class distinction – still nauseously rife throughout Britain – was non-existent.’ In our Washington neighbourhood, packed with successful migrants from every corner of the States, educational and ‘class’ differences not only did not matter, but also were all but invisible.

        Michael Davie, an Observer colleague, researching his book on the Titanic, interviewed descendants of the survivors of the two working-class groups on board the liner – the steerage emigrants from Italy, Russia and Ireland and the British crew. Seventy years on, the grandchildren of the first group were to be found in law practices, corporate management, doctors’ offices across the United States; the stokers’ grandchildren were still living in terraced houses on the back streets of Southampton and Liverpool – only now there are no ships left to stoke. Britain was still a nation of village Hampdens and mute inglorious Miltons.

        I was, of course, aware of the harsh realities at the bottom of American society. Under Ronald Reagan, as under Mrs Thatcher, poverty and genuine destitution have grown sharply. As a child I had often wondered what it would have been like to be a Victorian, when the gap between rich and poor was so great. By the time I left America, in some part at least I knew. Other American ‘immigrants’ – those brought in slave ships from Africa – had not fared as well as the Titantic survivors. Inner-city and rural black people are not among the 70 per cent of equal citizens. A ‘southern’ city like Washington is still effectively segregated in many ways. Fellow workers go home at six o’clock to different parts of the town. A study carried out shortly before I left found that a distinctive black argot was becoming more common in urban ghettos. Many black children have not spoken with a white person by the time they go to school. Homeless kids go hungry, and grimy vagrants roam the streets of major cities, cheek by jowl with some of the most affluent people in the world. Many black people are wealthy, but the majority – except those blessed with supreme sporting talents – are still locked out of the American Dream.

        In Washington, I had toyed with the idea of starting a business, which in retrospect was little more than a jeu d’esprit. However, I mentioned it to my accountant while he was doing my dreary (and to him piffling) tax returns. Immediately he came alive, thrusting the tax bumph to one side. Where were the premises? What was the pedestrian ‘traffic’? ‘How much capital could I raise?’ I said I had a modest London suburban home. ‘Good, sell it.’ He called another client in the same line of business to organize a meeting. My problem, he was telling me within twenty minutes, was going to be keeping my eye on the ball once the business was up and running. One had to be careful of managers. That night, at a party, I told the story to a man I knew slightly – mainly through having children at the same school. He was in the head-hunting business, but apparently also had access to venture capital. How much would I need to get launched? My best guess was $100,000. ‘I could raise you $200,000 within seven days.’ ‘On what basis?’ ‘Because I know you.’ If I had told my English accountant that I was thinking of starting a business, he would probably have called for men in white coats. But, at the very least, like a detective warning me of my rights, he would have pointed out that I had no experience of that or of any other sort of business; that four out of five new businesses go bust within two years; that by selling my home, I would ensure not only that I would be bankrupt, but that my family would be homeless.

        The American bond is the pursuit of success. Reagan could state without being howled down: ‘What I want to see above all else is that this country remains a country where someone can always get rich. That’s the thing we have, and that must be preserved.’ What he meant was not just the log-cabin-to-mansion American Dream of writers such as Horatio Alger, but something like the pioneer concept of the right to bear arms. Individual wealth in the American mind is a defence against tyranny. Reagan would probably replace ‘the pursuit of happiness’ in the American Constitution with ‘the pursuit of riches’.

        I knew that whatever Thatcherism might have achieved in bringing greater efficiency to British industry, it could not in so short a time have changed the fundamental nature of a deeply cautious and anti-entrepreneurial people. In simple terms, an American, watching a Cadillac drive by, is likely to say to himself, ‘In ten years I’ll have one of those’; a Briton, seeing a Rolls-Royce, will spit and say, ‘Bloody capitalist’. (He’d probably be wrong: it was no doubt bought with inherited money, still the largest source of wealth in a country in which, when it was last counted, 1 per cent owned 21 per cent of the wealth, and 50 per cent owned 93 per cent of the national goodies, which doesn’t leave a great deal for the rest.) A Washingtonian in a full-time job – on Capitol Hill, in an attorney’s office, as a journalist – may well have a part-time commercial interest, a share perhaps in a restaurant, or be expanding his options, like one White House reporter I knew who was taking a business course. A British middle-manager will sit tight in his job and carry on commuting, unlikely to do anything bold unless his hand is forced, as it increasingly has been, by impending redundancy. ‘Sit on your arse for fifty years and hang your hat on a pension,’ wrote Louis MacNeice, and it is ever so.

        I knew all this, and the Gatwick journey had reminded me, if I needed it, that I was returning to an overcrowded, dirty, sluggish corner of Europe. ‘Isn’t everything small?’ my children said when they returned. The road at the bottom of our street is designated the ‘South Circular’, and bears all the through traffic from south London to the west (and back again): it is an ordinary shopping street, two carriageways wide, narrower than one of the suburban roads we had lived on in Washington. The London ‘supermarket’ seemed Lilliputian, with inadequate space between the aisles, and a pathetic square foot on which to heap intended purchases. Washington garages were bigger than London living rooms.

        Britain had obviously been changed by the often dramatic events of the previous four years. One assumption that I had been raised on – that no government would long survive if unemployment rose above one million – was dead and buried. Weren’t you surprised, several leftish acquaintances asked, not to find Britain in flames? No, I could answer in all honesty. We may have begun to hate with a frightening intensity those with whom we disagree, but we will endure real privations with bovine patience. Orwell had watched the poor coping with the Great Depression: ‘Instead of raging against their destiny, they have made things tolerable by lowering their standards.’

        But what I was not ready for was the deterioration in the daily quality of life, in people’s tolerance for each other. The national cohesion that had been built so painstakingly in the post-war years was fragmenting fast. People were harder, more selfish, less caring, less ‘wet’. The hard right had captured not just the political high ground, but also the ‘intellectual’ and moral high ground. Whatever the economic gains of Thatcherism, they appeared to carry a high human price tag. To be poor was to have failed: pensioners and the unemployed, drawing their money from the Post Office, were a legitimate object of scorn, even hatred, to the stamp-buying classes who read Auberon Waugh. Comfortable Britain did not wish to know of the privations of these failures. Waugh himself wrote that ‘those of us who live in happier circumstances would prefer to forget, or at any rate shelve [society’s backwaters], just as we tend to forget or shelve the daily horrors of life in Chile or the Soviet Union’.

        There had been stirring events while we were gone. The Falklands War had been fought and won – an enterprise for which I had little stomach but for which I nonetheless found myself congratulated in America. (I was also congratulated, even less logically, on the birth of Prince William. Strangers in lifts, hearing my English accent, would grip me by the hand or slap my shoulder. It seemed churlish to say that I had nothing to do with either triumph.) Mrs Thatcher, who did enter my life from time to time when she came to lecture Ronnie (on one occasion at Camp David it was reliably reported that she spoke for forty minutes without the Great Communicator getting a word in), had been re-elected with a wondrous majority. Miners had staged their futile strike against the forces of history, bringing the worst out of themselves and out of Mrs Thatcher. Teachers, reflecting the sour spirit of the times, had withdrawn their enthusiasm, which, in many cases, appeared likely to remain withdrawn. And the political leaders of Liverpool and certain London boroughs had retracted their consent to be governed, plunging their communities into anarchy and destitution.

        All this I had seen through foreign eyes, taking my news from the American papers, which had treated the Falklands like a Gilbert and Sullivan revival. The American superpower cheered itself hoarse at the sight of British fighting men sailing halfway round the world to defend the sovereignty of inhospitable rocks. (Not for them the cynicism of Jorge Luis Borges: ‘It’s like two bald men fighting over a comb.’) Lord Carrington – much admired in the States for his aristocratic sang-froid – actually resigned, an acceptance of responsibility almost unknown in Washington. Maggie’s war was like a clarion call from another age.

        American journalists headed for the British pub, where they found all manner of wondrous British dramatis personae who knew what was wanted of them. ‘When I was a lad, England was a large, powerful country,’ analysed a factory inspector, ‘now we’re not.’ The report continued: ‘He spoke, caressing a pint of beer. Then he looked up sharply, “If Churchill was still in the government, there’d have been some trouble,” he said with conviction.’ There had been a certain amount of trouble even without Churchill. A reporter on The New York Times travelled to Cornwall, where he found Heather Crosbie: ‘white-haired and pink-cheeked, who put down her glasses and said she was “shattered.” Sitting in her little whitewashed Cornish inn, with a swan floating silently past on the creek outside, she told a visitor that she and her friends had “never thought it would come to this, in our day, over something so very far away.”’ Little old ladies, lovable cockneys, who chided the Yanks for being late once again, stout-hearted yeomen who wouldn’t take an Argie invasion lying down: this was the Britain of Pinewood Studios, of the tourist posters. An expatriate would have to be abroad for a lifetime to swallow that lot.

        But once the bunting had been taken down, and the United States had staged its own little island triumph with the invasion of Grenada, the American media returned to another image. ‘BRITAIN IN THE 1980S: PORTRAIT OF A SOCIETY IN DECLINE’ ran the headline over a long analysis in The New York Times. I began to notice that the word ‘decline’ was seldom far from the word ‘Britain’ in headlines. The articles were built with common materials – union bloody-mindedness, wooden-headed management, idle, unmotivated workers, antiquated technology, loss of empire, loss of pride, ridiculous class barriers. The aristocracy were no longer quaint: Britain had become impoverished and backward, the industrialized community’s first candidate for Third World status. Mrs Thatcher was depicted as right-minded and tough, but overwhelmed or betrayed by the frailties and intransigence of her people.

        By the time I returned, the focus had become sharper, ‘A DIVIDED SOCIETY’ had become the new headline over stories which drew comparisons between north and south, between private and public, between rich and poor. ‘The contrasts’, wrote one journalist, beneath the headline ‘LUXURY AND BLEAKNESS IN BRITAIN’, ‘are stark in Britain today … wealth pouring into central London fuels a real estate boom to rival anything in New York or Boston. Estate agents talk of family houses, nothing special, going for the pound equivalent of $1 million and up. The shops have never seemed so full of luxuries. But in the north of England, only 150 miles from London, the unemployed loiter in bleak streets.’

        Britain was being painted as a country that had not just lost its way, but had also lost its charms. Transatlantic television audiences were horrified by the nightly violence and hatred of the miners’ strike. Institutions that liberal Americans admired, like the health service and universities, were reported to be cracking up. This decline, said the writer quoted above, ‘has led middle-class people increasingly to seek private substitutes’. The Heysel Stadium disaster, when Liverpool football fans ran amok and dozens were killed, added a further unpalatable dimension. British youth had become violent and antisocial. Dan Rather, the anchorman for CBS News, argued in an emotional (and self-righteous) broadcast that Americans should no longer look to Britain for leadership in civilized values.

        Only seven years earlier, another American journalist, Bud Nossiter, had concluded a posting to London with a book with the title of Britain: A Future That Works. In 1978 Nossiter thought we had it right – first into the industrial revolution and first out. Such priorities had seemed sane then: better to fish on a Saturday morning than to bust a gut earning overtime payments. That was the theory that had been cosily adopted since the discovery that the inefficient manufacturing industries of Britain could not compete internationally. Perhaps we would not have as many television sets as the Japanese, cars as the Germans, or such fine homes as the Americans, but we would muddle through, feeling superior to those regimented foreign workers. Services – they were the answer – pop music, fashion and banking. Something would come along.

        My generation – I was born during the Second World War – had subscribed to the Nossiter thesis. It did seem possible to live well without unseemly effort. There was a further assumption: Britain was moving, even though more slowly than most would have wished, towards certain shared goals. An unparalleled spirit of common purpose had been created by war and austerity – we, the British people, were, at last, all in it together. This time, unlike the twenties – ‘homes fit for heroes’, and all that – we would not squander our chances. The welfare state and the mixed economy underpinned fundamental expectations. Everything was going to get better. The ‘something’ that Edward VIII when Prince of Wales had so quixotically wanted was at last being done: slum dwellers were moved to live amongst green fields; children were liberated from satanic secondary-modern schools; working-class families swapped Blackpool for the Costa del Sol; cars all but replaced trains and buses. Full employment for those who wished to work and the abolition of poverty were taken for granted. We may, as the historian Corelli Barnett has argued, have been putting the cart before the horse, creating Utopia before we had created the means to pay for it, but we had a great deal of collective sin to expiate – child labour, sweat shops, slums, the Great Depression – and we wished to get on with it.

        People would become healthier, better educated, more cultured; class divisions would erode, creating a modern, technocratic, meritocratic society, softened by retaining the best of our traditions. It was unwise to take it too far – unwise to take anything too far: look at the Swedes with their high suicide rate – but forty years after the war there would be in Britain a new society as close to an earthly paradise as flawed humanity could achieve. As people became healthier, the cost of the National Health Service (the NHS) would diminish; as schools improved, there would cease to be a market for fee-paying education. Owning the means of production would instil diligence and pride into the working man. Britain would never again be a world power, but we could show the rest of the world the middle way between the materialism of the United States and the dismal, totalitarian equality of the Soviet Union. Equality of opportunity would be a reality – scholarship boys like playwright Dennis Potter and television presenter Brian Walden had broken from their under-privileged redoubts to the commanding heights; now every girl and boy of ability would pour through the breach.

        It was taken on trust that British institutions, the British political system and the consensus that underpinned them could deliver the society desired by British people. But the fractured, disagreeable seventies disabused people. Consensus was buried; the British people had lost their way and lived in a Britain without maps. Mrs Thatcher was elected in the hope that a determined woman who knew her mind could restore the certainties we, the British people, had mislaid. With varying degrees of enthusiasm we came to terms with a new realism. Managing directors could no longer seal chronically unproductive agreements with their workforces before lunch, and then head for the golf course. Workers could no longer expect a measurable rise in living standards each year, and start washing an hour before the bell rang. Fishing on Saturday mornings after all bore a heavy price tag. While I was in Washington DC, Britain for the first time began to import more manufactured goods than she exported. In the autumn of 1985, a House of Lords committee forecast the collapse of manufacturing, which, it said, would be followed – once North Sea oil is exhausted – by virtual national bankruptcy, bringing with it social and political turmoil.

        However, although by the time I returned very little was any longer being manufactured in Britain that you could eat off, sit on, drive, watch or listen to, money was being made in some mysterious way. Nightly, in between the City scandals, financial reporters told of fresh Stock Exchange records. The old folk who used to live on our street had mainly been replaced by yuppies. There were Mercedes, BMWs, Audis outside many homes (most of them are company perks); it was hard to park at night; neighbourhood car pools swept children away to fee-paying academies; quite modest homes changed hands for sums that a decade earlier would have made someone very rich. Such wealth seemed unreal: what was being done to justify it? Had Britain become overnight a nation of risk-takers and wealth creators? Was I surrounded by entrepreneurs? It seemed unlikely. They did not seem men of the stamp I had known in the States: this had to be some form of North Sea Bubble. There had been a lack of financial reality about Washington DC, with lobbyists and lawyers creaming millions of dollars off the federal government and off their clients, but in 1981, when we went there, at least the country was rich and productive enough to afford them.

        I presumed that it was this new ostentation that had provoked Roy Hattersley into threats to soak the stinking rich, of which I had read in America. The figure he chose at which to start the soaking was £25,000 a year, which was roughly what a city bus-driver in Washington earned at the prevailing exchange rates. The main problem seemed not that some were too rich – though with the continued concentration of Britain’s wealth in so comparatively few hands, and the exorbitant salaries on offer in the City, some undoubtedly were – but that most were too poor. A decent income for all is the cornerstone of democracy. It emboldens the plumber to look the stockbroker in the eye and tell him what he thinks; it liberates citizens to demand the best and to refuse to be fobbed off with the tacky. It is certainly the foundation of the United States, where the term ‘middle class’ says what it means, and embraces the broad mass of the people, blue-collar and white-collar. In Britain the middle classes are as ‘middle’ as the public schools are ‘public’.

        These were some of my thoughts as we began the serious business of ‘re-entry’. An American academic has calculated that it takes the returning native one month of reintegration for each year spent abroad: a calculation I found to be impressively accurate. (She also said that if you are abroad more than nine years, complete reassimilation becomes impossible.) A few days after our return, riots broke out in Tottenham, north London, and Birmingham, in which several people, including a policeman, were killed. But these, as we unpacked and put up our pictures, were distant, background noises. What had most impact on me was a series of everyday encounters with social disorder.

        The first was on the London Northern Line at six o’clock one workday evening. A gang of young people, dressed casually smart – at first glance I took them for art students – burst into our carriage. They were all drinking, gripping beer cans or bottles of wine, and most were smoking. They were noisy, drunk, obnoxious, threatening, and swiftly cleared one section of the carriage, while the rest of us, like New York subway riders, tried to look as if we weren’t there or buried our heads in our newspapers. A man I took to be a senior civil servant boarded, carrying a black briefcase embossed with a coat of arms. Either unaware of what was going on, or braver than the rest of us, he challenged the rowdies to stop smoking. With an oath, one young man hurled a lager can towards the commuter’s head: it crashed against the shatter-proof partition, and fell fizzing to the floor. The rest of us didn’t stir, burying our heads yet more deeply behind our Standards. Shortly after, the gang swaggered out, disappearing noisily down the platform, and a collective sigh of relief went round the carriage.

        One incident no more makes a national mood than one swallow makes a summer, but to me, anxious as any foreigner to catch a clue about the sort of society I was rejoining, that brutish encounter was both an omen and part of a sad pattern. (Aggressive drinking in public appeared ubiquitous: the beer can in the fist was as much part of the macho image as the studded leather jacket had once been.) Two days earlier, my thirteen-year-old son and a friend were set upon by a group of girls in a park, who assaulted them and wrested Thomas’s prized baseball bat from him. Later my second son was held up by some boys a couple of years older than him, who threatened to ‘smash your face in’ if he didn’t surrender his American dirt bike to them. Both these incidents were within a few hundred yards of our home in one of the leafier and gentler of London’s suburbs.

        I had taken the boys to a soccer match on their first Saturday home. They were in considerable trepidation, having watched the American coverage of the Heysel Stadium riot, awestruck at the picture it presented of the English sports fan. (Professional sports events in the States are family occasions: I do not remember one incident of sports hooliganism while we were there.) I told them not to worry: we were only going to Fulham, a gentle, eccentric club by the Thames supported if by anyone, I said, by spectators no more aggressive than a convention of bank clerks – most of them probably were bank clerks. Outside the underground station there was a detachment of mounted police and a control van equipped with a television camera: there were policemen every few yards to the ground. By the time we reached the game, the boys were thoroughly intimidated, and too terrified to support either side in case they were set upon.

        Essential services were deteriorating fast. Half the trains I went for were cancelled ‘because of staff shortages’. The ticket office at our local station was often shut during the day, leading to time-consuming and ignominious queuing the other end at ‘excess fare’ windows. I accompanied a woman who was in considerable distress to the casualty department of a London teaching hospital: she carried a letter from her GP saying she should be dealt with as a matter of priority. After three hours, considerable fobbing off and a row with a doctor, she left untreated, and booked into a private hospital in the morning. Two other elderly women, who had been brought by ambulance that morning for routine treatment which in the event they hadn’t had, had been waiting five hours for transport home. A woman whose husband had been admitted in a coma, but who could find out nothing about where or how he was, wept from time to time. An obviously very ill man, wrapped in a blanket, shivered for more than an hour while his wife battled with the bureaucracy.

        I also was later referred to hospital. I went four times before abandoning the effort to get treatment. On the first occasion after the obligatory 45-minute wait beyond the appointed time, I was shown into an empty consulting room. A young doctor entered by a side door, walked round me without saying a word, sat down avoiding my eyes, and finally asked: ‘How old are you?’ Maybe that has become an obligatory NHS greeting in these days of harsh priorities to discover whether a patient is worth treating. I was told I would be summoned in due course for an in-patient examination. Sometime later I was again asked to attend out-patients – the lists, I was told, were being reviewed. After X-rays and a fourth appointment, I quit the process when I was kept waiting nearly two hours on a busy day. The patient may not have been cured, but the list had been shortened, which – in bureaucratic terms – comes to the same thing. (I read at that time of a woman who received a letter from her local hospital, asking her whether she wished to remain on the waiting list. She had died seven years earlier.)

        Less essential services than the NHS and transport seemed in an equally dismal state: outwardly bright young shop assistants produced calculators to add simple sums – ‘six plus six’ in a chemist’s shop on one occasion. The supermarket made me want to scream: there have been electronic check-outs in the States for ten years, but here in Britain we still depend on Doreen bellowing to Fred to check the price of baked beans from which the price tag has fallen. The American ‘Have a nice day’ may be a little glib, but it is better than being totally ignored, which is my common experience with British check-out assistants. But what is worse than the service is that we, the consumers, are so terribly deferential.

        We positively cringe in the presence of professionals like doctors: we are not much braver with shop assistants or ticket collectors. People apologize when they return shoddy goods: they mutter inaudibly if the train is cancelled. In Hong Kong passengers rioted over what they considered to be an unjustified fare increase and sank a ferry. I have seen an American Parent-Teacher Association (PTA) march into a school and demand the dismissal of an inadequate teacher: she was out at the end of term. Try that here, and the local education authority – and possibly the national system – would be brought to a halt. It was said devastatingly of the British Army in the First World War that they were ‘lions led by donkeys’. My fear was that I was returning to a nation of ‘donkeys led by sharks’. When Ernest Bevin criticized the British for the ‘poverty of their own desires’, he was not, as a socialist in an unmaterialist age, advocating fridges or Spanish holidays for all, but rather that we should occasionally lift up our eyes from the pavement whereon we walk and focus on the distant hills. A Liverpool social worker, with years of experience of people at the receiving end, said to me: ‘We are certainly brought up to know our place.’

        When I reported my initial homecoming experiences and some of these reflections in the Observer, I received a great many letters from people who had not been away, but nonetheless perceived similar ills. Most rejected populist answers, such as those on offer from hangers and floggers and Norman Tebbit. They were troubled, as I was, by the depth and complexity of the national malaise. Trivial, daily, anti-social disorders were the short change of the arson, looting and murder of inner-city riots. A significant number of British people have such a small stake in society – usually because they lack a marketable skill that would give them minimal value or dignity – that they are restrained from riot or mayhem only by a very thin veneer of social control. F.F. Ridley, the Professor of Politics at Liverpool University, said to me: ‘Our ruling classes fail to realize just how far outside the society they know many young people are. The potential for violence is enormous: it only needs the inhibiting factors removed for an instant. The idea that the mass of Scousers, for example, are loyal to the United Kingdom and law and order is very far-fetched.’

        This, it seems to me, writing eighteen months after returning to Britain, is where the real cleavage in British society lies: it is between the majority – identified by David Sheppard, the Bishop of Liverpool, as ‘comfortable Britain’, and an increasingly disconnected minority. Whatever Thatcherism has done to make British industry more efficient and competitive, its legacy may prove to be the creation of a permanent sub-class, trapped like the children of the Victorian destitute on the pavements outside, staring through the window at the goodies. A politician in a democracy can rule with a majority at the ballot box, but without the necessary consent or participation of the minority, sooner or later some sort of compulsion will be needed to keep everyone ‘in line’. The history of Northern Ireland makes that point starkly. The Unionists’ ‘majority’ did not legitimize the systematic discrimination against the Nationalists: its abuse in the end has made the province essentially ungovernable.

        The British ‘ruling classes’, as Professor Ridley describes them, have long been complacent. They create models which, if everyone were reasonable and well motivated, ought to work. One, then, has only to isolate and deal with troublemakers – a task which will obviously be supported by the right-minded majority – and everything will fall into place. Such models of human behaviour are (or at least were) created in the public schools, which ultimately operate beneath a benign, but despotic, authority. The real world is messier, and by the time our rulers are old enough and have reached a position to make decisions that affect the rest of society, they are yet more isolated by their social and domestic experiences. Professor Peter Townsend, of Bristol University, pointed out that decision-makers increasingly live in a different environment – perhaps, in the case of Eurocrats, in a different country – from the people they administer. They may know little of lives led on inner-city streets a few miles from their comfortable suburban homes.

        The motives of most members of these ‘ruling classes’ were entirely decent. They believed in the Beveridge Report, the 1944 Education Act, indoor lavatories, the NHS, and public libraries, which would inevitably lead to ‘them’ becoming more like ‘us’. The corpus of reasonable, well-motivated, adequately educated citizens would grow. Decent middle-class virtues – tolerance, culture, ‘taste’, education – would trickle down like wealth under supply-side economics. These were expectations I shared as a child of the ‘liberal’ professional classes, though I had been appalled by the snobbery, ignorance and philistinism of many I had encountered at close quarters at a public school and at Oxford. However, nearly a quarter of a century later, Britons live in a society that is too frequently bitter and confrontational, which the optimists of my generation would have found hard to imagine. The ‘bourgeois’ middle-class traits are in the ascendancy, creating an enclosed, intolerant, selfish tier of privilege.

        Expectations about working-class progress have been largely confounded. Without sufficient help from the other side, the gap in the end has been too wide for most to cross. Royce Logan, a lecturer at Warwick University, surveying his students in 1986, wrote in the Guardian: ‘What is most striking is the inordinately different levels of wealth, and of opportunity; the inordinately different starting-points in life. It has never been clearer to me than now just how much some people have to struggle against all kinds of adversity – financial, social, against disrespect accorded to certain regional accents – while others are handed opportunities on a plate.’ The consequence was that those ‘trapped’ on the wrong side of the divide either gave up or became alienated and embittered. (Snobbery, however, is a two-way street: the son of a friend was fired as a City messenger because he had two A levels. He had been acceptable, he was told, as a holiday relief, but the firm wanted the permanent position filled by a ‘real’ messenger.)

        A character in a play by Ron Hutchinson, a Coventry playwright, said of ‘Cov’: ‘It became a graceless town. It seemed that if you gave the working man one and a half times as much money as he had had before, all he would demand would be bigger pubs, brighter clubs, somewhere to shop on Saturday and somewhere to park his car.’

        From this proletarian culture grew proletarian politics, in which social class, in a sterile Marxist sense, was all. It was narrow, introverted, hostile. Dennis Skinner, MP, could boast that he did not possess a passport: even a holiday in Torremolinos was suspect as a ‘bourgeois’ activity. Politics became vitriolic. A friend of Robert Kilroy-Silk, the former Labour MP who quit a Merseyside constituency after a running battle with supporters of Labour’s Militant tendency, said: ‘I don’t think people actually realize what it is like under the “yobbocracy” of Militant in Liverpool. You find you are dealing with people who live by abuse and venom and by poison.’ A union elected its general secretary on the grounds that he had never accepted promotion, and had therefore never ‘sold out’; that he ate in pubs, while his rival for office favoured restaurants; that he refused a taxi in a downpour, a gesture that caused a supporter to enthuse: ‘It’s a return to grass roots; John is one of the lads.’ An American worker is two and a half times better off than his British counterpart: his union leaders drive large Buicks.

        Professor Townsend, a stalwart socialist, pinned the blame for the widening social gap firmly on Thatcherite policies. The government, he said, had masterminded a blatant shift of resources from poor to rich, motivated by a belief that the poor have had it too good, and that working people need discipline. The Conservative vision, he argued, was a future resting with ‘an elite bunch of computer-aware people’, making do with fewer productive workers, and managing the rest as cheaply as possible. He bitterly regretted the passing of consensus, of Butskellism. ‘Even patrician despots then extended at least minimal benevolence towards the poor. Today, there is a kind of vindictiveness towards the poor, on whom blame is fastened,’ he said. The mood, he argued, had been caught by the previously generous-spirited middle classes. In thirty years ‘there has been a divide of immense magnitude. It is hard to credit that attitudes could change so radically in one generation. Gone are the collective values, the fair shares and the queuing. The philosophy now is that we need inequality to give incentives.’

        Professor Townsend argued that ‘we fooled ourselves as to the extent to which the welfare state has moderated inequalities’. The welfare state in Britain is now ‘pitiful’ compared to many others, but, because it was one of the first, we take great pride in it. George Orwell suggested during the Second World War that getting rid of the public schools and the House of Lords might be a better use of socialist energies than nationalizing the railways. All the measurable indicators, such as disparities in health and wealth, show that the British class structure is still firmly in place. Professor Townsend claimed that his researches were beginning to show that deprived societies, like some in inner London, where unemployment among men was fifty per cent, were becoming so ravaged that the capacity to respond to each other’s problems was being destroyed. People have, he said, sunk into abject depression. There has been ‘a disintegration of social values and such a generalized impoverishment that people have been driven into themselves, like snails into shells. They close their doors and don’t go out, becoming isolated individuals no longer dependent on one another.’ He broke off this grim catalogue of inner-city deprivation with a sudden outburst. He remembered that a friend had phoned him from Haslemere in Surrey to say she was starting to teach adult literacy classes – ‘Illiteracy! in Haslemere! for God’s sake!’

        A man of very different political stamp to Professor Townsend, Sir John Hoskyns, director-general of the Institute of Directors and once head of Mrs Thatcher’s Downing Street ‘think tank’ (though he had fallen out with the good lady subsequently), told me that if a man from outer space had wanted to fix British society to ensure that nothing fundamental would change, and that there would be no dynamic, he could not have made a better job of it than had been done by the British people themselves. Britain had had an admirable system for the rich to hold on to what they had, and an almost useless one for enabling new people to become rich. When we met over a splendid lunch in Sir John’s Pall Mall office, another Britain was outside in force. It was the day of the Wembley football match between England and Scotland, and thousands of Scots were swarming over London, singing, climbing statues, waving flags and throwing up. Attentive retainers served us melon, salmon and fresh fruit salad. ‘We are not,’ said Sir John, ‘a homogeneous population genetically programmed for failure. We may all be equal in the sight of God, but it is intellectually dishonest to suggest that special people don’t make things happen. If they don’t perform, we die. The best way for capitalism to care is for it to succeed.’ Sir John dished it out with equal fervour to Whitehall, Westminster, Oxbridge – elites who have never taken a greater risk than crossing the street – and to the trade unions. ‘When I get an abusive letter from a left-wing activist, I write back that I created a company that now has a turnover of sixty million pounds and employs 1,600 people; that the taxes it generates help keep the hospitals going; and ask, what have you done except moan and groan that the capitalist system is a disaster?’

        I was converted to the virtues of what has become known as ‘an enterprise culture’, not by Mrs Thatcher’s hectoring, but by the example of what I had seen in the United States. Nine million new jobs were created while I was there, almost entirely by small enterprises. In retrospect, it was shocking that my generation in Britain had been brought up with the sole presumption that we would work for someone else, no matter whether we left school virtually illiterate or emerged from university with a first-class degree. The only people who thought in business terms were those whose families had been in business, and the cultural pressures were on many of them to ‘improve’ themselves by joining the professional classes.

        One of the first people I interviewed after my return was Robin Cole, to outward appearances a thoroughly English ‘chap’, wartime commission, Cambridge degree and all. He is also the kind of engineer and entrepreneur one encounters frequently in America – on domestic flights, in hotels – but here in Britain is a rare bird. In 1947, instead of hanging his hat on a pension, he and a partner rented a blacksmith’s forge near Winchester for twelve shillings and sixpence a week. When I met him, his company, the Conder Group, a worldwide construction company, had 1,300 employees and an annual turnover of £125 million. ‘We took on anything that came our way. All we had to do was keep our eyes open to opportunities.’ At one stage he was so strapped for cash that he had to sell a shepherd’s hut on wheels, which served as his office, for twenty-five pounds to raise capital. Forty years later a reproduction hut stood beside the Queen Anne house from which Mr Cole worked. In the entrance hall of each subsidiary company, there is the bust of a somewhat quizzical man – a Greek philosopher? – which bears the legend ‘The satisfied customer: the most important man in our business.’

        Mr Cole accepted that it was perfectly valid to wish for a less competitive society, provided the corollary of less materialism was also accepted. ‘Most people,’ he said, ‘insist on TVs, cars and long holidays. It’s inconsistent.’ He said that ‘no-tariff barriers’ – the resistance to buying foreign products – were lower in Britain than anywhere else. ‘More than half the people who shout about compassion drive a foreign car, never take a pay curb or buy British. They don’t actually give a damn.’

        It is the upper middle classes who buy most foreign cars and consumer goods. I suspect it is because few of them actually earn their livings making things. To them the connection between buying British and their own livelihoods is tenuous. Corelli Barnett is right to argue that much of our industrial inefficiency can be blamed on the public schools (and on the aspirations of those who send their sons there). Boys sent to public schools learn the habits and style of ‘gentlemen’, and ‘gentlemen’ naturally have nothing to do with wealth creation. So the chief educational resources in Britain have gone into generations of district officers, dons, civil servants, clergymen, school teachers (of the public school variety), service officers, and ‘real gentlemen’ (on whom the investment was more wasted than on all the others put together).

        But there is a yet more baleful inheritance from these schools: an assumption that all human beings will abide by the rules of the Eton wall game or are, at least, amenable to benign coercion. The schools are tightly controlled structures, which, through selection, exclude poorly motivated pupils and virtually all those who are not brought up with certain common assumptions. In such an environment social engineering is quite feasible. The pressures to play according to the rules are enormous: the coercive force of the school, peer group conformity, and potentially furious, fee-paying parents. A dissenter could be (and is) expelled. This may be a workable method of controlling a closed society, but – at least since Australia stopped taking convicts – it is not a practical way to run the real world.

        After five formative years in that system, it appears to most pupils to be an accurate microcosm of the real world. Ex-public school boys boast that after that they can survive anything – by which they mean prison or the armed forces. But survival in a hostile, tough environment is not the same as understanding the forces at work in an open society. My sons go to an open school, ‘public’ in the literal sense, where the education is imperfect and where they sit alongside children who are totally anti-social, have no stake in the school or wider society, who are desperate to shake free of whatever limited authority the school can impose, and create mayhem on a wider stage. My children suffer disadvantages they would not have suffered in a private fee-paying school, but they are under few illusions about the range and nature of human behaviour.

        The cosiness of an elite, segregated education reinforces the natural instinct of movers and shakers to club together. ‘Them’ and ‘us’ becomes a natural frame of mind. ‘Us’ seldom see ‘them’: ‘us’ rely on tiny scraps of first-hand information which travel from club to bar to office to dining table. Most of our decision-makers and commentators lurk far from the front line in the safety of Whitehall or ‘Fleet Street’, safely out of shelling distance, like First World War generals. Promotion inevitably means further distancing from the grass roots. The political correspondent dares not leave Westminster in case he is scooped; the education correspondent seldom gets inside a school, or the industrial correspondent inside a factory. Their beat is news, and ‘news’ is what the decision-makers, equally trapped inside this magic circle, create.

        A serious newspaper will clear its feature pages (as it should) to bring a blow-by-blow account of the machinations behind the Westland affair or the Zircon spy satellite revelation – what the Attorney-General had for breakfast, and at what hour. It will be less enthusiastic about reporting the condition of Britain. People do like to know who’s in, who’s out, in London, and what policies are being fed into the machine, but what really concerns them is that they have a job, a decent school for their children, the right climate if they wish to start a business. It would be salutary for our leaders to remember from time to time that there are those who have no interest in what goes on in London: I once took regular holidays in isolated parts of Devon where locals scarcely knew the name of the prime minister.

        Democracy in Britain is very remote: a few crosses against names for local and national office every four or five years does not leave much fine-tuning in the hands of the people. In the United States, tiny communities elect dog- catchers, judges and school boards; the House of Representatives is returned every two years. In Britain there is limited faith in the responsiveness of government – national or local. I was frequently told, as I researched this book, that it does not matter ‘which lot get in’. Whenever I write about a situation with which readers can personally identify, I receive not only a great number of letters, but also letters from people who have something to say and want to join in. They are tired of having the likes of Owen, Tebbit and Hattersley rammed down their throats; tired of slippery answers. They know more than their masters do of what it is like to have a child in a comprehensive school, or to be unemployed, to try to start a business. They are the reliable witnesses.

        The British system produces elitist leadership. It is such a full-time task to reach the top that only professional politicians make it. By the time they get there, they are sincerely convinced they know best, and therefore have a duty to tell the rest of us how to manage our affairs. The American system produces ‘representative’ rather than ‘elitist’ leadership: members of the House of Representatives are cut from the same cloth as their constituents. The president is the people’s choice.

        I went on a pulse-taking mission to an industrial area of Pennsylvania. In Britain such a region, with its redundant heavy industry, its high unemployment, its working-class or blue-collar culture (pool halls, ethnic clubs, determinedly masculine bars: Deerhunter country), would have returned a Labour MP regardless of the economic climate. This Pennsylvania district was represented by a young Republican congressman, and supported Reagan. ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Because,’ answered a redundant steel-worker, ‘he’s a regular guy; he could be on the town bowling team.’ For all Reagan’s imperfections, he is the common man, trusted to understand the fears and aspirations of other common men. If you had said to those blue-collar workers that Reagan would be coming to supper, they would have been delighted, anticipating a memorable evening of baseball and Hollywood anecdotes. If you said to a British working-class family that Mrs Thatcher was coming to tea, they’d bolt the front door and flee over the garden fence for asylum elsewhere until the all-clear was sounded.

        A government headed by a ‘regular guy’ is more likely to be trusted than one headed by someone who has clawed his way through a deeply partisan system. (This is a general rule, I hasten to add, frequently breached in the past twenty years by dishonest or incompetent US presidents.) The result is an acceptance, which appears to have been lost in Britain, of the general direction in which society is moving. In the United States, I encountered virulent public antagonism on only two subjects. One was abortion, about which moral and religious passions run deep; and the other was Northern Ireland, ‘imported’ whenever Mrs Thatcher or Prince Charles visited the country. In Britain, polarization intensified while I was away. People seem to hate those with whom they disagree, as evidenced by the miners’ strike and Wapping. I have had virulent letters from Observer readers who disagreed with something I wrote or someone I quoted. One person, on reading the comments of a wartime bomber pilot on the city of Winchester, its cathedral and mellow medieval buildings – ‘This is what people fought for, why they flew aeroplanes during the war. If it was worth flying, it was for this – the England worth preserving’ – wrote that he wished that Hitler’s bombs had flattened Winchester.

        After an article about an unemployed man in the Midlands, who dared to confess that he had twice voted Conservative, I received a shoal of hostile letters, as well, it is fair to add, as highly supportive ones, some offering the family help. I had described the man as ‘one of the bulldog breed’. One correspondent wrote: ‘They’ve had it too good for too long, and it’s about time the bulldog suffered. Then maybe he’ll have more sympathy with the so-called underdogs who have never had a slice of the cake and never will.’ A second said: ‘What right have they to come whingeing to the British public over their troubles, when in my opinion they deserved everything they got.’ So much for our common humanity.

        This declining tolerance has spilled over into everyday life. The British even drive more aggressively than they did. The once common British saw of ‘giving credit where credit’s due’ no longer seems to have any validity. The chief executive of a northern new town said: ‘A lot of people do want to get things back to where they ought to be. However, a lot don’t unless they get the kudos, so they set themselves against it. Some actually don’t want to see things improve: their role in life is to keep things festering. We are retreating into tribal divisions.’ That seemed a fair, if horrifying, summary of the Britain I found on my return.
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