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  About the Book


  Champion of all that right-thinking people hold dear in this green and pleasant land, Henry Root, retired wet fish merchant and pillar of Esher society, once again takes up the cudgels and surveys the places, people and things – from Land’s End to John o’ Gaunt – which make this country what it is today.


  Conveniently arranged in alphabetical order, from Abstractions (‘you’ll find them on the Continent, of course’) to Weather, Root Around Britain tells the story of a quest. A quest for the essence of Englishness; a quest for a new television series which Mr Root can sell to the fat man in Birmingham; a quest for a peerage and the right way to pay for it (‘old money’ or ‘new money’?); and, finally, a quest for the means to humiliate a nosy neighbour. What could be more English than that?


  About the Author


  WILLIAM DONALDSON is the éminence grise behind Root Around Britain; as he was behind The Henry Root Letters, The Further Letters of Henry Root, Henry Root’s World of Knowledge and Root into Europe.


  Also by Will Donaldson


  Henry Root’s World of Knowledge


  The Complete Henry Root Letters


  Root Into Europe
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  Introduction


  You’ll have seen my chart-topping five-parter, Root Into Europe, featuring myself. After it, I was a pricked balloon.


  ‘You’re an artiste with one in the can,’ my friend, Sir Attenborough, said.


  Not an experience he’d have had, but I let that pass. Back in Esher, in semi-retirement now, I did what you’d do. Got up. Dressed appropriately. Into the breakfast-lounge. ‘Pass the chutney, Mrs Root.’ Perused the Telegraph. ‘Old Bill Deedes. He’ll have seen it all before.’ Went for a stroll. ‘Morning Entwistle. Funny sort of day. Neither one thing nor the other.’ Came home. Measured the lawn.


  It might suit you. Thirty years in middle management, then a younger man takes your parking space. Time on your hands. The woman hoovering. Her friends quacking in the kitchen. An attempt to compensate by means of an extension to the roof. DIY, is it?


  It didn’t suit me. Thirty years in wet fish, thereafter a communicator, a mover and shaker – you’ll forgive the parlance – recently accustomed to having my head in frame. In a nutshell, I’d had a taste of media exposure, and I’d taken to it like a duck to water. Off on location with mise en scène and grip. ‘Move over, madam. Can’t you see we’re filming?’


  I was kicking my heels one day in Esher, when Mrs Root suggested that I involve myself in something local. She got a burst.


  ‘Local, Mrs Root? I’m not local. I’m accustomed to moving on a national, if not an international, stage.’


  The woman wouldn’t let go, suggested that I attend the local fête.


  She got another burst. ‘A fête, Mrs Root? That’s women’s work. Damson jam on sale in a tent? Ducking for apples with the vicar? My friend Lord Archer’s books remaindered on a table?’


  I attended anyway, discovered that its theme was ‘Merrie England – Whither?’, further that Lord Tebbit of Chingford was down to make a speech. I took charge. Called six false starts to the over-80s three-legged race. By mistake, awarded the bank manager first prize in the village idiot contest. We had to laugh. There wasn’t a village idiot contest. Then I buttonholed Lord Chingford, gave him the thumbs-up re his speech.


  ‘Well done, Chingford,’ I said. ‘Bit of a comedown, though. One minute it’s all going well – a ministry car provided, up on your hind legs in the mother of Parliaments, being called a polecat by your betters – the next you’re grateful to be judging a sack race in the suburbs. Never mind. Your speech – “Merrie England – Whither?” – has given me a concept.’


  I could see I’d delighted him, even though his grim visage maintained an undertaker’s mien. ‘Root,’ he said. ‘You’ve made my day.’


  I hurried home, expatiated for the benefit of Mrs Root.


  ‘I’ve done Europe, Mrs Root,’ I said. ‘The little Greek, the bouncing Basque. This time I’ll do a tour of England, seek to discover what is essentially English, whether the necessary qualities, once identified, will survive the best efforts of that ass in Brussels.’


  ‘Sir Brittan, Henry?’


  ‘And him, Mrs Root. I’ll come in at an angle in my Euro-hat, see ourselves as others see us. As if Columbus had come the other way. Hengist and Horsa, was it? The Vikings and the other ones?’


  I’d need backing, of course, but this would be forthcoming from Central Television. I’d bomb up the MI to Birmingham, address myself to the lass in the vestibule. ‘A word, if you please, with the fat man in Finance.’


  This time, I’d take charge, cut out the dead wood I’d been lumbered with before, not least the chap in charge of mise en scène. I’d do mise en scène myself. Child’s play. Point the camera. Cut. Pan. Fade. The sudden zoom. A fool could do it, indeed he did.


  ‘In the first place, we’ll not be filming, Mrs Root,’ I said, ‘merely seeking likely mugs and suitable locales. I’ll need a researcher, though. Young legs to run around. We’ll take the boy.’


  ‘Henry Junior?’ said Mrs Root. ‘Oh – that will be nice!’


  She got a burst. ‘Not that boy, for goodness sake! The boy on Root Into Europe. Partridge, was it?’


  ‘But you didn’t care for him at all, Henry. You said he was left of centre.’


  ‘He served his purpose, Mrs Root. And his liberal principles, so called, seldom survived a telling shot or cash in hand. A healthy per diem, that’s the thing. I never met a Guardian reader who wasn’t susceptible to the per diem – or the chance of a BAFTA nomination. Jonathan Ross on a podium. Myself in cummerbund and pumps. The Princess Royal in a dinner frock. The boy would be there, mark my words, up and down like a jack-in-the-box with his hand held out.’


  Plus there’d be residuals, as before, not least an illustrated pop-up book – the responsibility for same to be in the hands of Methuen. They’d performed adequately with Root Into Europe, and it was only fair to give them another chance with this one.


  That settled, I convened a meeting consisting of myself presiding, young Partridge and Mrs Root. I took the floor, paced the lounge-room, spoke from the shoulder on what it is to be English. Decency, justice and a sense of humour. Sang-froid under pressure. I mentioned the forties and the Blitz.


  ‘There was a fellowship in the air-raid shelter, young Partridge, which the doodlebug could never know. Where did you get those trousers, by the way? Not from Peter Jones, I’ll wager.’


  I quoted Shakespeare, mentioned bulldog breeds and greyhounds in the slips, cited Sir Walter Hammond and Bluff Prince Hal.


  ‘As English as Aberdeen Angus, young Partridge. The Tudor calf, the toe turned out. The gavotte, was it? The conch and minstrel? Wrestled upside down by Francis I on Flanders Field, but we’ll let that pass.’


  What, then, I asked, is an Englishman? Can one become English? What of Sir Worsthorne, the little Dutchman, or Sir Ustinov? What of Prince Philip, the moody Greek, or Sir Peter de la Billière, whose desert evolutions confounded the little Iraqi despot? What, come to that, of Sir Stormin’ Norman, or the little one with legs?


  ‘Bernard Levin, Henry?’ said Mrs Root.


  ‘That’s the one, Mrs Root. It is not generally known that English is Bernard Levin’s first language.’


  And what of Moira Shearer, the ethnic newsreader, to say nothing of our little Asian friends? I’d interview ethnic mayors and black Tory candidates in suits, seek to discover whether our cheery Caribbean friends are settling in and picking up our ways.


  As was to be expected, young Partridge gave me an argument on this, accusing me of condescension – if not worse – and suggesting that our proper provenance was the whole of Britain, not just England. What, he said, of the Scots and Welsh?


  ‘A primitive and neurotic lot,’ I said. ‘Stuffed once too often by the English, do you see? Flodden, was it? Bannockburn? Robert the Bruce kebabed by a southern yeoman’s spear? Owen Glendower unhorsed at Naseby? On Burns Night, the keening Scot sinks into his past, informs chance visitors such as ourselves that “the best laid plans of mice and men gang aft agley.”


  ‘And watch out in Wales, young Partridge. The Welsh traditionally pour hot cheese over things and call them rabbits. Apt in your case, but it wouldn’t do much for your award-winning haircut. And I’ll tell you something further: the Welsh are as superstitious as the Scots. On the night of 16th June 1992, two Englishmen were sacrificed in Cardiff High Street to Zog, the corn god. We’ll not want that in Esher.’


  That settled, I planned an agenda, consulted a map, drafted an itinerary which would take us from Land’s End to John o’ Gaunt.


  ‘We’ll do it by boat,’ I said. ‘The English like a boat. Raban, was it? Up the Amazon, a word with the Indians, then home again – only to be stopped in Duty Free. Or was that the Aitken woman? Either way, we’ll hop ashore in Cornwall, confront a simple fisherman, busy with his nets. “What does it mean to be English, John? Speak up. You’re on camera.” We’ll not understand a word he says. On second thoughts, we’ll go by road. Pitch up at night as guests of my friend Sir Trust House Forte.’


  To my surprise, Mrs Root started to demur. ‘That’s not very adventurous,’ she said. ‘Shouldn’t we, like the Canterbury pilgrims of yesteryear, camp at night at whatever rude abode we stumble on?’


  ‘I have your reference, Mrs Root,’ I said. ‘The Merry Wives of Bath, was it? The very parfit gentle knight and the other one? Well, I’ll tell you this. Had my friend Sir Forte been trading then they’d not have settled for a rude abode; the very parfit gentle knight wouldn’t have bunked down with his horse, he’d have availed himself of Sir Forte’s en suite fax facilities and Euro-diner.’


  We were getting somewhere now. Next I identified certain traditions, institutions and characteristics which have stood the test of time. We’d examine the health of these, seek to discover, by quizzing the custodians of English values – wardens, corporals, privy seals – whether they were under threat from Brussels.


  We’d dine with the Guards in barracks. At the sound of Last Post, Sloane hair stands on end, I’m told, fresh-faced young subalterns experience a softening in the loins and they quiver like defecating greyhounds.


  ‘After the ceremony, young Partridge, parade majors clean their subalterns with a long pull-through threaded through their intestines. Military tradition, nothing more. Goats and monkeys! The boy’s fainted!’


  In further research of our institutions, we’d attend the State Opening of Parliament. Lord Hailsham carried on in a fireman’s lift by a Gentleman of the Chamber. Tipsy bishops snoozing on one another’s shoulders. Black Rod in tights.


  ‘Sir Horrocks, was it? A bridge too far? 2 Para picked off like plovers as they ballooned above Arnhem in the sky? In the war, young Partridge, we were fighting for freedom, so we did as we were told. Where is the boy?’


  ‘I think he’s still recovering,’ said Mrs Root, ‘from the visit to the Guards in barracks.’


  I was getting my doubts about the boy, but I pressed on with my dissertation.


  ‘A sense of hierarchy,’ I said. ‘That’s the thing which separates us from the volatile Latin and tumultuous Gaul. “Take but degree away, untune that string …” I’m talking about class here. A dead fish rots at its head. I know fish. And so did old Bill Shakespeare. It’s a pyramid – or it should be, in a well ordered society. The monarchy at the top. Under Her Majesty, the rich man in his castle. The meat in the middle, the landed or well-housed squire. At the bottom of the heap, the apple-cheeked peasant dancing round a maypole. Each man knowing his place.’


  ‘We’ll be the bourgeoisie,’ said Mrs Root.


  ‘Speak for yourself,’ I said. ‘Privilege, deference and an unfixed income – that’s what made us great. As my friend Sir Worsthorne had it: “Patrician guilt is the enemy of Merrie England.” Right – we’ll be off now.’


  And so we were. Into the Jaguar, the boy at the wheel, Mrs Root in the back with pork pies and Thermos flask, myself on the bridge, as it were, equipped with reporter’s pad, Hasselblad and strobe. I travelled as usual with an open mind, quizzed and jotted as we went. My findings follow, arranged alphabetically as aperçus for the hard of reading, and amounting to an illustrated coffee-table book, or TV tie-out, shortly to subsume other English travel books by such as H. V. Morton, the little royal biographer.


  Esher, May 1993
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  ABSTRACTIONS: WE ENGLISH famously eschew abstractions. You’ll find them on the Continent, of course. In France, they bandy abstractions alfresco in the afternoon. Abstractions and Merrie England are chalk and cheese, as Lady Finchley was the first to see. Confronted in Cabinet by an abstraction, she characteristically blew her top.


  ‘Society?’ she stormed. ‘There’s no such thing!’


  I reminded young Partridge of this as we drove one day between Baldock and somewhere else on an English afternoon. The boy gave me an argument, of course.


  ‘Your friend Enoch Powell might not agree,’ he said. ‘He deals frequently in abstractions – a particular favourite being the concept of the nation.’


  ‘And what’s wrong with that?’ I said.


  ‘It doesn’t exist,’ he said. ‘Not in the Thatcherite sense, at least. You couldn’t park it in your garage, nor, were national guilt the issue, could you put it in the dock. It’s a logical construction and as such cannot be ostensively defined since predicates ascribed to it cannot be significantly ascribed to the entities from which it is constructed.’ (See EDUCATION, THE USELESSNESS OF HIGHER.)


  ‘Anything left of the pork pie, Mrs Root?’ I said. I was playing for time, giving the boy enough rope to hang himself.


  ‘The Japanese nation,’ the boy said, ‘is larger than the Swedish nation, but individual Japanese are smaller than individual Swedes. Equally, the cheery inhabitants of Merrie England, to whom you frequently refer, might have been apple-cheeked, but Merrie England itself couldn’t sensibly be described as apple-cheeked.’


  Here was a poser. If I had him correctly, the boy was alleging that Merrie England was a mere abstraction, that as such it didn’t exist. If so, my people at Central Television had sprung a million in pursuit of a philosophical disaster. I puzzled it out, shortly confounded the boy by reference to Hasselblad and strobe.


  ‘There is a difference,’ I said, ‘between such as the Hasselblad can catch and such as it can’t. “Liberty” or “Patriotism” might defeat it, but I could pose a cheery blacksmith, the village idiot, a varlet and an apple-cheeked maiden round a maypole, later captioning the print as “Merrie England”. As Dr Johnson had it: “Abstract liberty, like other mere abstractions, is not to be found.” He made no reference, you’ll note, to “Merrie England”.’


  ‘Berk,’ I heard the boy say.


  I clipped him round the ear.


  ‘I was referring to Burke, the Tory thinker,’ he said.


  ‘I dare say you were,’ I said. ‘How about this, however, from Sir Gummer, the patriotic theologian? “I have every confidence that we English can protect ourselves against Continental ideas in general and abstract ideas in particular.” And so we can. Did Henry V at Agincourt confront the haughty little Dauphin with abstractions? Not by a long chalk. It was two English fingers up and an arrow in the eye.’


  ‘In fact,’ said the boy, ‘the archers at Agincourt were Welsh. I have that on the authority of Germaine Greer.’


  ‘The big Australian? Went through the sixties without her under-wear? I’d be inclined to take her views on archery with a pinch of salt. I’ll have that pork pie now, Mrs Root.’


  I find the appetite agreeably sharpened by the cut and thrust of abstract discourse.


  Academics: In England, I’m glad to say, we take academics as we find them, referring to them as ‘boffins’ at best, at worst as arid intellectuals.


  In France, needless to say, members of the so-called Académie Française take precedence – in placement at a thé dansant, say – over royalty, cardinals, diplomats and television personalities. Were Her Majesty to attend a thé dansant in Paris with a member of the Académie, she’d find herself below the salt. Further, members of the Académie have greater powers of entry than VAT inspectors in the UK, being entitled to run through your lounge-room at any time to correct your taste or syntax.


  The only folk in England with greater powers than VAT inspectors are members of the hunt. Huntsmen, by medieval statute, are empowered to ride across your front garden at any time and demand, by the same medieval statute, a bucket of fox’s offal with which to enrage their hounds and, for themselves, a yard of ale. (See HUNT, THE.)
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    Academics: A medieval Cambridge academic finds himself pilloried as a structuralist. So-called Terry Eagleton, the little Marxist and purveyor of ‘isms’ from abroad, can count himself lucky he was born too late for Merrie England.

  


  We were driving to Grantchester along the leafy lanes, so I tagged the occasion with a felicitous line.


  ‘“And is there honey still for tea …?”’ I cried. ‘The dreaming spires. The Bridge of Sighs. The Backs, is it? We’ll call on Archer, the little sprinter, visit “Dadie” Rylands in his rooms. The Fifth Man, was he?’


  ‘I think we’re in Oxford, Henry,’ said Mrs Root.


  ‘I dare say we are,’ I said. ‘And a good thing too. I never cared for Cambridge. Too flat, do you see? A cold wind from the Urals blowing abstract ideas clean down King’s Parade. We won’t stay long.’


  ‘But we’re not in Cambridge, Henry.’


  ‘I’m delighted to hear it, Mrs Root. Pederasts and doctors for the most part. More recently cabaret comedians. Theorists. Structuralists. Isms and perversions. You’d not have found isms and perversions in Merrie England. Had you suggested in Merrie England that literature could as well be studied through the graffiti scrawled on a toilet wall as in the great works of our literary heritage (which is now being suggested in Cambridge, needless to say) you’d have found yourself arse up over a whipping block, I’ll wager. You’ll pardon my Merrie English, Mrs Root.


  ‘Oxford, on the other hand, has always understood that the English academic is at his best in conversation over port or in the composition of the medium-length éloge. Sir Berlin, I gather, having dictated an éloge, then caught the train to London, where it was his agreeable custom to give his tutorials at the Ritz Hotel. What could be more English than that?’


  ‘He isn’t English,’ said the boy Partridge.


  ‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ I said. ‘Either way, we’ll visit him in his rooms. This won’t take long.’


  Nor did it, since he wasn’t there. Most likely, he was taking his tea at the Ritz. At this point, and having done the Academy, I judged, I suggested that we take tea ourselves.


  ‘Couldn’t we see the House?’ said Mrs Root.


  ‘What house?’ I said.


  ‘Christ Church,’ she said.


  ‘Plenty of time for that,’ I said. ‘It’ll not go away.’


  Alas the woman had acquired a picture-book – My Oxford by Roger Scruton, the little Tory huntsman – of the sort which this volume will soon supplant. ‘At least we could visit the Trout Inn by Godstow Bridge,’ she said. ‘It says here that “Generations have filled the place with laughter and talk, with exuberance and a youthful extravagance of mind, so that I do not know whether the old house or the people who run it are responsible for the impression that it is a quaint repository of much that is precious and lovable in the English character, among which I mention humour, tolerance and a casual acceptance of eccentricity.” ’


  I was grateful for the warning. ‘Thank you, Mrs Root,’ I said. ‘We’ll give that one a miss. An English eccentric on an empty stomach is not my favourite prospect. Buttonholed by Rumpole of the Bailey in the Snug Bar? A blizzard of stuff by Wordsworth? I can do without that, thank you very much. Ah – this will do.’


  We had entered a quaint, old-time tearoom, rim by two mad biddies on Parker’s Nose, or possibly Parson’s Piece; an establishment of the sort which, if my friend Booker of the Telegraph is to be believed, is under threat from Brussels. If so, a good thing too, since the service offered by the biddies was deplorable and their home-made scones compared unfavourably with Mr Kipling’s individual Bakewell tarts. (See also BIDDIES, MAD OLD.)


  Action, World In: Trial by television. A fat man in gym-shoes with hand-held camera inferring on air against defaulters, not least the Old Bill.


  We’re on a slippery slope here, as that great, and essentially English, jurist, Lord Denning, has constantly averred.


  It’s for the Old Bill to infer and an accredited judge or registrar in chambers to send you up the Swannee.


  We can be grateful at least to my friend Marcus Plantin – the new ITV scheduling supremo – who has recently announced his intention to axe such as World In Action.


  ‘It is not the job of television,’ he said, ‘to get innocent men out of prison.’


  Hear hear to that, I say. It is, however, the Old Bill’s to put them in there. (See also DENNING, LORD; JUSTICE, BRITISH; and SLOPES, SLIPPERY.)


  Advisers, Financial: Until recently, a financial adviser worked in the City and took an overview of your portfolio. Nowadays, he’s a bald American, as often as not, who spends his after hours cuckolding the House of Windsor, not least the Duke of York.


  You’d not find the manager of my own portfolio, Sir Hambro, of Hambros, doing that. You’d not drop in on Hambros, doff the bowler, shoot the cuff, inform the lass in the vestibule that you wanted Sir Hambro to spring a wedge from the Scottish Widows, only to be told that he was out at the moment, cuckolding the House of Windsor.


  Time was when a monarch’s son wouldn’t have been cuckolded by a bald American. Had you cuckolded a monarch’s son in Merrie England, you’d have been turned on a spit at best, at worst been sat on a spike in public. But the bald American who cuckolded York seems to have fallen on his feet and may, indeed, participate in the Ferguson woman’s pay-off. (See also PRINCE ANDREW.)
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    Financial Advisers: Times change. Until quite recently, the chap in charge of your portfolio wore a pinstripe suit and bowler hat, as per young Sir Hambro. His probity was as starched as his laundered shirt.

  


  
    [image: image]

    Now, like John Bryan, the little Texan, he’ll appear in public in his vest and, in his leisure hours, he’ll
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