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Introduction

This book is about seven ordinary places where people live, seven extraordinary stories that are not really true and one famous old country that does not properly exist. It is a book about England.

We have travelled from muddy fields in the Home Counties, to the naval port of Plymouth and then on to a commercial one in Hull. We have visited Wolverhampton in the old industrial heart of this country and a soulless new district on the edge of London. We have spent weekends away in the worn-down resort of Blackpool, as well as the well-upholstered seat of learning that is Oxford. While we have been roaming around England’s towns and cities, the focus of national attention has swung around from Brexit to Covid, from culture wars on Twitter to real wars in Ukraine and Gaza, from noisy public drama in Westminster to the quiet crisis experienced behind front doors over the cost of living.

Many people have been asking who they should blame, how will they get by, where do they go from here? But the answers proffered are not rooted in real lives. Instead, they are myths − a mixture of fairy tales, exaggerations, omissions or sometimes outright lies − that are boomingly grandiose by design and invariably blown up out of all proportion.

There are those who talk of restoring an English birthright of liberty. Others say England needs to regain the confidence to ride, if not rule, the waves. Still more yearn for some old-fashioned morality with which, they claim, England once civilised a savage world. Then there is an inward-looking story of an enchanted island that only needs more barb-wired sovereignty and fewer foreigners to carry on, alone. On occasions, a pick ’n’ mix of nostalgia is just flung in the face of global modernity. Sometimes, a patriotic working class is portrayed as fighting an existential battle against an uncaring cosmopolitan elite. And, sitting on top of all this, there is an English Establishment that supposedly keeps the nation’s show on the road while changing nothing too much about anything at all.

Together, these over-inflated myths have resembled the barrage balloons once sent up high above England’s skies to protect against the wartime Blitz. So tangled up are they, that they can never help us make sense of the present. And, as they cast their bloated shadows, they stop the people below from seeing a way forward towards a more hopeful future.

Our key purpose is to let some of the air out of these puffed-up versions of England. Such a process should not, though, be confused with being unpatriotic or erasing parts of the country’s history. Instead, letting the myths shrink a little is a precondition for coming to terms with its past, dealing with problems now and plotting a path towards a better future.

We are conscious this moderation makes us outliers in an era when so many have sought to use these myths to diagnose simple causes of decline and even more simplistic cures that will make this country ‘great again’. But, far from being great or even the greatest, England is not even a country in an official sense. It has neither sovereignty nor passports, embassies nor armed forces. Unlike other bits of the United Kingdom, England does not have its own parliament or elected leader. For most of the last century, England only had formal representation in some of the sports like football or cricket that the English invented − and at which their national teams so often disappoint − or in the public relations outpourings from the heritage, arts and tourism quangos that bear this nation’s name.

For a long time that was enough because a vibrant, brilliant England has always clearly been there, existing – as it still can – in people’s imaginations. Generations of poets and painters, novelists and musicians, have tried to give shape to this nation. Some have been pompous, grandiloquent and overblown. But not all. In fact, many of the best-loved and longest-lasting have been based around England’s ordinary people and their lives.

They have described a know-it-when-you-feel-it ‘Englishness’ that spreads like love-it-or-hate-it Marmite across the generations. In the 1930s the writer J. B. Priestley went on an English Journey, exploring a mundane and newly democratic nation of bypasses, filling stations and ‘bungalows with tiny garages’. During the Second World War, George Orwell described how England was held together by ‘solid breakfasts and gloomy Sundays, smoky towns and winding roads’. A little later T. S. Eliot included ‘the dart board, Wensleydale cheese, boiled cabbage cut into sections, beetroot in vinegar’, along with his more predictable ‘19th-century Gothic churches and the music of Elgar’. In the 1970s, Ian Dury sang about ‘Winkles, Woodbines, Walnut Whips, Vera Lynn and Stafford Cripps’. More recently, the self-described anarcho-Communist journalist Ash Sarkar grudgingly came up with her own list of ephemera, albeit one comprised of a single item. ‘Crisp sandwiches,’ she said, ‘you don’t get them in other cultures.’

England becomes more problematic, however, when it is a political concept. Many subjugated and enslaved people recognised England as the heart and chief beneficiary of a global empire sustained by brute power. Resentment has flowed too among those who share these Isles with an English people who have so often casually conflated their identity with ‘Britain’. When English politicians boasted about how their nation had successfully repelled invasion for 1,000 years, they usually ignored how Scotland, Wales and Ireland were all invaded by the English. Coins used across the UK still bear the face of Queen Elizabeth II, even though Scotland never had an Elizabeth I. ‘God Save the King’ is played at the start of England’s football matches despite that anthem and king supposedly representing the whole of the UK. Such elisions reflect how England, which represents 85 per cent of the UK population, dominates Britain. Even during the mid-2000s when there was briefly a Scottish prime minister at Number 10 Downing Street and a Scottish chancellor of the exchequer next door at Number 11, the imbalance of economic and political power meant England’s interests were always paramount.

These sharper, political conceptions of England once nestled beneath the blanket of Britain, with further layers of insulation provided until recently by still bigger political identities. There was a post-imperial Commonwealth, a ‘special’ relationship with the United States and membership of the European Union. All of these ensured the question of England was muffled in politics to the point where it appeared harmless or obscure.

These covers have slipped recently – as businesses are said to do into bankruptcy – gradually, then suddenly. In the first decade of this century, devolution and growing inequality steadily loosened the ties that once bound Britain together. At the same time any lingering relevance of the Commonwealth unravelled into a globalised economy, while Britain’s tightly bound strategic relationship to America frayed in the heat of an unpopular war in Iraq. Then the decision by the UK in 2016 to throw off its membership of the EU exposed the Union’s cracks and some of England’s least attractive features.

All of these changes are still being worked through. It meant that this bare-faced England was feeling uncomfortably exposed with itself when its old queen, whose long life had served as an enduring symbol of unity, died in 2022. In the final years of her reign, constitutional shifts had taken place at the very same time that tensions between people grew. Ugly old scars over social class or immigration were reopened. Divides have widened between north and south, towns and cities, young and old. Multiplying global problems – the so-called ‘polycrisis’ of pandemics, mass migration, war and climate change – have pushed voters this way and that with many of them losing faith in politics to make any difference.

It was in this context that England became fertile territory for myth-makers of all kinds and particularly for an angry kind of politics. And, while some of that heat might seem to have dissipated with the departure of polarising figureheads like Boris Johnson or Jeremy Corbyn, there is little reason to suppose it has gone away entirely – and plenty to suggest it will come back soon. Even the remarkable success of the 2024 TV drama, Mr Bates vs The Post Office, can be seen as once again demonstrating the potency of a particular idea of England – the opening episode shows Jo Hamilton running into her Hampshire village sub-post office with a tray of fresh baked scones – which has been betrayed by a remote politics and unfeeling globalised institutions. Whatever happens in the years ahead, different conceptions of England and Englishness will matter hugely – whether we like it or not. And there are many English people who wish this wasn’t so. There is a noteworthy minority, especially among those with university degrees, who will say that they’ve never much liked England. Sometimes this is justified as high-minded principle. They object to being dragged into a debate that, to them at least, seems like an overheated old people’s home with distinct savoury smells and where all the residents are trapped in the past. These people devour bestselling books which denounce England’s history of slave-trading. The youthful among them spend their summers trying to pull down statues or railing against the iniquity of the universities educating them. Such loathing sometimes descends into the unintentionally hilarious. We have friends who refuse to go walking in the English countryside because they cannot stomach its pastoral connotations – ‘all those fields and thatched cottages’ – or who say they consciously avoid the places where people put ‘those little flags up’ during events like a royal jubilee or a coronation.

This is as much of a dead end as the myths they so despise. Some English people would now doubtless prefer to source their identity elsewhere, maybe as citizens of Europe or of the world. But the former is no longer an option and the latter has never been available other than rhetorically. No one living in England has much of a choice over whether England matters; it just does. Anyone disdaining anything for long enough stops paying attention to how it’s doing or trying to improve it. And there is a real risk of leaving to others the task of defining what this country means.

Our book argues that today’s England needs neither the disdain of those who care for it least, nor the weird restoration projects from those who profess to love it most. Instead, our purpose is to set out a different account of a country which people need not love nor loathe.

Whatever their view of England, some readers will still be sceptical that much can be achieved. As authors, they will say, we come from fairly predictable backgrounds and our insights are shaped by them as a result. And it is true that our opportunities have neither been held back by discrimination nor been subject to the ‘soft bigotry of low expectations’. Much of our working lives has been spent in some of the most Establishment institutions in the land: the University of Oxford, The Times newspaper and the Houses of Parliament. We have worked for think tanks and for various high-profile politicians. There is no point trying to conceal any of this, nor to try to hide our own left-of-centre politics. Indeed, the origins of this book lie in the dimly lit office we shared when we worked for Ed Miliband and helped him with a speech about England which, as is so often the case in politics, was better than it was protrayed. The challenges it presented are no longer overlooked: what is England? Why does it matter? How can we all live with each other?

Lots of people will disagree with our answers. In fact, we have also often disagreed between ourselves. To try to deal with all of this we have sought to build the following chapters not on our own experiences or prejudices, but around the stories of seven different and apparently quite ordinary places in this country. Each has a relationship to one of seven oversized myths about England’s past and offers an account of who the English are now, as well as a glimpse of what this country could be. In what follows, we explain how these seven places provide context to the myths associated with them. We pick away at the fabric of each story. And, as we follow the threads of history into current debates, we show how these myths are now being deployed, often in reckless and polarising fashion, by today’s politicians.

Of course, we had to make a selection. Other writers might have chosen to make more of myths around Stonehenge and druids, Glastonbury and King Arthur or Lindisfarne and its Venerable Bede. There is no chapter here devoted to the Cotswold-kind of village that so many imagine when they hear the word England. Maybe we could have done more in the east of the country or with one of the big regional cities that have their own identity, or written about an old mining community and a new digital hub. Maybe we should have devoted more space to cricket, or lawn tennis or jam-making or cheese-rolling or gardening. But our book is already long enough.

Our purpose was not to immerse ourselves like an anthropologist, but to look at the face these places present to the world. We have read the histories, then sought out statues, monuments or memorials – or sometimes noticed the lack of them – because what is chosen as worthy of commemoration says so much about how a place sees itself. Similarly, when we spoke to people living in or visiting our seven places, we were neither pretending to be professional ethnographers nor conducting that low form of journalism known as vox pop. We were just trying to get a better sense of how they respond to the myths that are spun in their name.

In addition to these journeys, we have drawn on the culture surrounding them, from great art and literature to television and sport. We have studied those recrafting England’s cultural identity like Steve McQueen and Michaela Coel. We have talked directly to some of those, like James Graham, who best understand how that culture interacts with politics, as well as to politicians like Pat McFadden and David Lammy, Michael Gove and Nigel Farage, who have interacted so sharply with that culture. We have spoken, too, to campaigners like Chrisann Jarrett trying to make England’s creaking old institutions work for marginalised people, and the vaccine scientist Dame Sarah Gilbert, who used one of them to help save millions of lives.

The chapters follow a sequential path through England’s history. Chapter 1 examines the legacy of Magna Carta and the idea the English have a special claim on liberty. Chapter 2 explores England’s identity as a race of buccaneering adventurers like Sir Francis Drake and its impact on a post-Brexit nation today. Chapter 3 looks at the way that William Wilberforce’s campaign against the slave trade both symbolised and sustained misplaced notions of moral superiority. By Chapter 4, we emerge into the middle of the twentieth century and the myth-making of Enoch Powell who, exploiting the two world wars’ worth of insularity, sought to turn England away from the last vestiges of empire and people he deemed too different to be English. Chapter 5 chronicles how an effort to forge a ‘New Britain’ characterised by global interdependence and a new millennium was ultimately confounded by ‘Old England’. Chapter 6 analyses the parody of white and working-class English culture that has emerged in very recent years. Chapter 7 delves into an Establishment that once helped absorb shocks to the system but has been lifted off its moorings and lost its essential connection to the English people.

None of this is meant to lead to despair. Each chapter is deliberately located in the everyday clutter of a real place because that is what really characterises this nation. Once the myths are brought gently back to earth they are not dispensed with entirely because, in the last section of each chapter, we suggest how their deflated form can still help tackle the problems of today.

At a time of accelerating change in everything from genetic mapping and artificial intelligence to the climate itself, we argue there is a grounded hope in the dissonance and chaos of everyday life. Some of this seems particularly relevant given that its publication coincides with the election of a new government led by Keir Starmer who, in his loose-ended ambiguities and disavowal of simple answers, has the potential to resemble England better than any of his predecessors. That is because the most hopeful aspect of this prime minister, just as of the country he leads, is found in what seems ordinary or imperfect.

But we hope this book will be read by people of all parties and of none because at its core is an effort to find a real-life and humbler version of England which belongs to everyone or, at least, to no one in particular.



1Runnymede

The English Invention of Liberty


Muddy meadows

The exact spot where England’s liberty was supposedly invented is not in the centre of London with all its grandiose symbols of political power, but an hour or so away on the far side of the suburbs.

Set off from the Houses of Parliament with its statues of Richard ‘the Lionheart’ and Oliver Cromwell holding their swords, cross the river towards Lambeth Palace, then head towards the secret-but-not-secret MI6 building and a disused gay sauna called Chariots that once claimed to be the biggest in Europe. At Vauxhall station, catch an overground train going further west − past new blocks of flats, parks and the stadium where England plays rugby − before arriving at Staines, the home of the fictional Ali G and where that most suburban of household furnishings, linoleum, was once made. Wander up this town’s pedestrianised high street, then take the path along the River Thames, the artery of the Home Counties, where you can see the backs of villas with big French windows opening out on to lawns decorated by endless varieties of garden furniture.

Not long after passing under the M25, there is a bend in the river where at last you are in the water meadows at Runnymede, the site for the first myth we will examine in this book, one about this country’s relationship with freedom and which, in its most inflated form, claims the whole idea belongs to England.

On 15 June 1215 these fields were where King John was forced to seal Magna Carta. This is a document that through history has been mythologised by conservatives and revolutionaries, as well as liberal intellectuals and populist charlatans. It is still being exploited today as the supposed source of everything from jury trials and freedom from false imprisonment to parliamentary democracy.

The myth-makers say this shows England ‘invented freedom’ and has a special claim on it now. But anyone reading Magna Carta’s sixty-three clauses will only discover that medieval barons had an outsized interest in the navigation of rivers, bridge construction and the location of fish traps. And, far from being uniquely English, the showdown at Runnymede was really between some French-speaking barons and their French-speaking king. One popular theory is that these muddy fields were chosen precisely because the ground was not firm enough to bear the weight of heavy armour and meant they were less likely to turn up ready to kill each other. It was also just a convenient place to meet. The barons had largely got control of London while John had a castle at Windsor, just as Charles III does even now.1

For all Magna Carta’s often starring role in England’s national story in the 800 years since, nobody thought to make a fuss over Runnymede itself until quite recently. From time to time, the water meadows would be used for disreputable activities like duelling. Horse racing was banned from the site at the end of the nineteenth century because it attracted too much crime.2

The symbolic significance of this particular patch of land only began to creep up again when Rudyard Kipling, a writer ever keen to burnish England’s identity, composed a poem about it in 1911 for a children’s history book.


At Runnymede, at Runnymede,

Oh, hear the reeds at Runnymede:−

‘You mustn’t sell, delay, deny,A freeman’s right or liberty.’

It makes the stubborn Englishry,

We saw ’em roused at Runnymede!3


Even so, after the First World War a cash-strapped government was still trying to sell the site off to housing developers when a Tory MP and his oil-enriched American wife stepped in to buy the land before later donating it to the National Trust. But that didn’t stop twentieth-century suburbia creeping up along the A308 or the site falling under the flightpath of planes heading to nearby Heathrow Airport.

After the Second World War, visitors from the United States, where Magna Carta has long been venerated as an inspiration for its Declaration of Independence, would sometimes arrive and be puzzled to find there was nothing to see. Eventually, in 1957, lawyers from the American Bar Association took matters into their own hands and decided to build their own tribute to the invention of liberty. The result was a scaled-down version of the grand marble memorials found in Washington DC, a floodlit neoclassical rotunda over a stone pedestal bedecked with a blue star and carved with the words ‘freedom under law’.

Next came a 1965 tribute to the assassinated President John F. Kennedy, on a symbolic acre of Runnymede gifted by Parliament in perpetuity to the United States in gratitude for his Cold War efforts to defend liberty from Communism. This would later have to be rebuilt after anti-Vietnam War protesters blew it up in 1968. By the time Queen Elizabeth II came to plant an oak there in 1987 as part of National Tree Week, it was really only because the Americans were also doing so − with soil imported from the site of the first English settlement in Virginia − to mark their constitution’s bicentenary.

This sense that Magna Carta was something that mattered a whole lot more to the United States than to England was reinforced as recently as 2012 when David Cameron became the first serving British prime minister to appear on a US talk show. The host, David Letterman, asked him to translate ‘Magna Carta’ from Latin into English. ‘Ah, you’re testing me there,’ said Cameron who had studied Latin at Eton, within rowing distance of Runnymede. There was a pause and laughter from the audience. ‘Boy, it would be good if you knew this!’ said Letterman. ‘Yes, it would, wouldn’t it!’ replied the prime minister, as it became clear he really couldn’t.4

All this ignorance and understatement over Magna Carta was, however, about to change.

In 2015, for the 800th anniversary of it being sealed, millions of pounds were scattered by the British government on heritage festivals, historical pageants and library exhibitions to celebrate. A global tour was arranged for some of the surviving original copies of the document. Schools were issued with new teaching materials issued by the government, with pupils being encouraged to debate the idea that ‘Magna Carta was the foundation stone for modern democracy’ as part of their new commitment to expounding ‘British values’.5

The government’s celebration of Magna Carta included Morris dancers, and church bells being rung, while the National Association of Flower Arrangement Societies did a floral tribute depicting all the different shields of the barons. Events called ‘LiberTeas’ were organised in places as diverse as Basingstoke, Islamabad and the Falkland Islands where people could ‘celebrate, debate or reflect’ on the nature of freedom over a hot beverage and a slice of cake.6 The gift shop at the British Library did a trade in Magna Carta T-shirts, tea towels, quills and, in a bizarre piece of marketing, ‘King John pillows’.7

But there was nothing particularly ‘British’ about this 800th commemoration. It blew hot air into the mythology of an English document, sealed by an English king, in which other countries are mentioned primarily as places from where hostages had been taken. The commemoration committee found only one project worth funding in Scotland: a £3,000 information board at the site of Tongland Abbey founded by Alan, Lord of Galloway, whose role in Magna Carta appears to have been on the ‘wrong side’ as a trusted adviser to King John.8

The elements of a national story that get celebrated change over time and there is always a reason when one particular myth is suddenly inflated. That summer’s festivities were sandwiched between the Scottish referendum on independence in 2014 and one on membership of the European Union in 2016. It came just a month after David Cameron had surprised himself by winning the first Conservative majority in Parliament for twenty-three years with an election campaign in which he had successfully stoked English fears about the influence Scotland would have wielded if he had lost.

The centrepiece of the Magna Carta commemoration was a summer’s day ceremony on 15 June 2015 attended by a full list of the Establishment: ranging from the queen, Prince Philip, Prince William and Princess Anne to the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Master of the Rolls, David Cameron and a Spitfire.9 When Cameron rose to speak, three years on from his debacle on American TV, he was as powerful as he had ever been or ever would be again. This David Cameron was in no doubt about the significance of what he now effortlessly translated as the ‘Great Charter’. ‘Eight hundred years ago, on this day,’ he said, ‘King John put his seal to a document that would change the world. We talk about the “law of the land” and this is the very land where that law – and the rights that flow from it – took root.’

His government had chosen to mark this moment very deliberately. And, unusually for an event involving the queen, Cameron decided to play politics with a speech that fumbled around in Eurosceptic erogenous zones. He took aim at the previous Labour government’s Human Rights Act, which was loathed by many Conservatives for, as they saw it, empowering European courts and importing foreign concepts of law. ‘Here in Britain, ironically, the place where those ideas were first set out,’ he said, ‘the good name of human rights has sometimes become distorted and devalued. It falls to us in this generation to restore the reputation of those rights – and their critical underpinning of our legal system.’10

Cameron was not the first English politician to press this old document into his service and it’s a safe bet he won’t be the last. But it didn’t do him much good. Barely a year later, he was announcing his resignation as prime minister after losing the referendum he had called on membership of the European Union.

By invoking the myths of an especially English form of freedom, he had been playing with fire. Within twenty-four hours of his Runnymede commemoration, Magna Carta was being warmed up to make the case for Brexit. An editorial in the Sun anticipated the Leave campaign’s famous slogan of ‘Take Back Control’, declaring: ‘Britain created human rights. When King John set the seal on the Magna Carta 800 years ago today, he made it clear: Nobody is above the law. Not even the King himself … It came about because the people rose up and said they would not allow




A ‘bad king’ and ‘bad history’
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‘Did she die in vain?’



























Freedom, granted
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