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				About the Book

				Hugh Dennis has secretly been worrying about what being ‘British’ meant for nearly a decade, ever since his friend Ardal O’Hanlon had told him in passing that he was the most British person he had ever met. Hugh was unclear whether he was being praised, teased, vaguely insulted or possibly all three – because it has always been very difficult to know how to feel about being British.

				And then the London Olympics came along. We gave the world a gleaming new vision of Britain; a smiling Britain of achievement, a Britain responsible for leading the world into the modern era through the Agrarian and Industrial revolutions, a nation proud to embrace multi-culturalism, individuality, and eccentricity. A country where a major politician can dangle helplessly form a zip wire like a discarded straw dolly and gain in popularity, and whose Queen can send herself up and then descend by parachute.

				The unexpected legacy of the Games has been a Britain with a new found self-confidence in which we all know how to be British. A Britain which should be embarrassed by nothing and proud of everything, from sheep to chimneys to the Spice Girls to industrial action and what had always previously been described as our ‘ailing transport network’. A Britain which having been pinned firmly in its own half, has dribbled the length of the field, nutmegged the defenders, unleashed a curling dipping shot into the top right hand corner, scored a wonder goal and is now kissing the badge.

				This is Hugh Dennis’ exploration of the changing image of Britain and Britishness.
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				Author’s Note

				In the course of my research, most of which has been spent reading or sitting in front of a laptop in various locations – my office, my kitchen, the train, coffee shops and in the car waiting for my children to emerge from various sporting activities – I have consulted more web pages than I care to mention and followed leads and links to the innermost regions of the internet. And the thing about links is that as soon as you follow one, there is always another one waiting for you, ready to lead you down some other path in the crazy maze that makes up the World Wide Web. The astonishing thing is that each site you get to has been put together by enthusiasts; there are millions of pages, and almost every one has been written by someone who is genuinely interested in their subject and who wants to pass their expert knowledge on.

				And the range of things that people are interested in is astounding in itself: there are pages on the development of the carburettor, on the empires of ancient India, on medieval foods, and the gruesome deaths of plant hunters. People have compiled lists of kings, vegetables and types of spanner. There are maps of diseases, football clubs and pressure in different types of weather system. And in chat rooms there are ongoing arguments about everything from democracy, to bicycles, to Paris Hilton. The internet is like a huge electronic Georgian coffee house, without the coffee, where information is given and exchanged without charge. It is a magnificent creation and I readily acknowledge the work and expertise of all those whose pages I have read and consulted, whether they be on Wikipedia, the BBC website, Physics Forum or any of a thousand others, and whether they were about fish, farms or pigeon fancying. I thank you and the authors of the other sources I have drawn on for a very interesting six months.

				I have tried to be as accurate as possible, but mistakes will inevitably have crept in, and I apologise for those which have. Most will be down to my own shortcomings, but information from the internet can also occasionally be like a pink roast chicken: you don’t know which bits to trust.

				Thanks also to my agents, Samira and Paul, for being constantly supportive, and my editor Jonathan Taylor, for not throwing his hands up in horror.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				INTRODUCTION

				When I first decided to write this book, it was a different age, and we were living in a completely different Britain.

				I had secretly been worried about what being ‘British’ meant for nearly a decade, ever since my friend Ardal had told me in passing that I was the most British person he had ever met. What did he mean? We were in a rehearsal room, and I had laughed, but underneath I was rather perplexed, searching for sub-text and unclear whether I was being praised, teased, vaguely insulted, or possibly all three – because it has always been very difficult to know how to feel about being British. For a long time it was a multiple-choice question, to which the answers

				a. OK

				b. depressed

				c. ashamed

				d. ecstatic

				all seemed to be acceptable, depending on who the question master was. So I decided to explore the image of Britain, find out why we are so, well, British and then try to explain it to the 62,218,760 other people I share these islands with, or at least the ones who were prepared to buy a book about it, or had mistakenly downloaded it to their Kindle. But of course Britain was different then.

				Let me explain.

				To the outsider, Britain and what it means to be British had always been fairly obvious. Britain was a place of pomp, circumstance, democracy, a rather woolly established church and overpaid footballers. A nation that loved petty rules and regulations, that exercised a pointless and incomprehensible system of etiquette, and seemingly preferred to stand on the second step of the podium to winning and getting covered in all that champagne. None of which was particularly positive. It was a nation that appeared to be paralysed, obsessed with weather, aristocracy, dogs, gardening, moaning, and the class system, isolated in the corner of Europe and well past its best-before date.

				And then came the Olympics.

				A single month of Olympic and Paralympic Games seemed to change everything, to challenge every long-held belief about the British character, not least that the Australians are better than us at sport. For years we had been laughed at by them for only winning the so called ‘sitting down sports’ like rowing, cycling and sailing, but now we were beating them at everything, standing, running, squatting, punching and falling backwards from a 10-metre concrete platform. Not, incidentally, that only being good at sitting down sports had ever really bothered me. In fact, given that they are the only sports in which humans are genuinely the best in the world, I have always thought that they are the ones to win. Usain Bolt may be the fastest man who has ever lived, but he would still be pushed to match the straight-line speed of a domestic cat. Most gymnasts, however flexible, would be eased off the podium by a macaque, and I’m sure a gorilla would probably win the weightlifting, but you put a shark on a bicycle and Bradley Wiggins would still lead it home. In fact, the shock of it being there at all would probably make him go even faster. But I am off at a tangent . . .

				The London Olympics surprised the world. Not only did we provide a Games much better than Mitt Romney expected, or the French hoped, as a nation we also presented a completely new face to the outside world, one which rebutted the idea that we’re simply a nation of stuffed shirts, incapable of building anything on time or on budget, an island whose inhabitants have bad teeth, a terrible diet and a fixation with wearing long trousers even in hot weather. Instead we gave them a gleaming new vision of Britain: a smiling Britain of achievement, a Britain responsible for leading the world into the modern era through the Agrarian and Industrial Revolutions, a nation proud to embrace multi-culturalism, individuality and eccentricity. A country where a major politician can dangle helplessly from a zip wire like a discarded straw dolly and gain in popularity, and whose queen can send herself up and then descend by parachute. A country which brought the world railways, football and the World Wide Web – while Tim Berners-Lee was working in Switzerland, I think, but we can ignore that – and whose inhabitants have mediocre teeth and a fairly good diet and whose men have, unfortunately, embraced the three-quarter-length trouser, whatever the weather.

				The unexpected legacy of the Games has been a Britain with a new-found self-confidence, in which we all know how to be British. A Britain that should be embarrassed by nothing and proud of everything, from sheep, to chimneys, to the Spice Girls, to industrial action and what had always previously been described as our ‘ailing transport network’. A Britain which, having been pinned firmly in its own half, has dribbled the length of the field, nutmegged the defenders, unleashed a curling dipping shot into the top right-hand corner, scored a wonder goal and is now kissing the badge.

				A Britain, reconstructed from the bits we knew were there but had slipped our minds. A country that has been rebuilt, re-buffed, and re-furbed.

				Britty Britty Bang Bang.

				OK, I will now switch off the national anthem currently playing in my head.

				It is great. We are in a new Britain, and no-one is more shocked than we are.

				How could the country we thought we knew so well suddenly nip up into the national loft and bring down so much we had all forgotten about?

				To be honest, I’ve found it all a bit confusing. Should we now be proud of everything? Is there more to be proud of? What are our great traditions? Are we really good at inventing stuff? Are we obsessed by the weather? Did we invent democracy? Are we obsessed with gardens? And who was Kenneth Branagh meant to be in that opening ceremony?

				Crucially, if someone should ask about the good stuff this country has given to the world, would I be able to answer in an impressive and intelligent way?

				Frankly, Britain has got some explaining to do, not least because allowing anyone, even a country, to wallow in its success without questioning its achievements simply wouldn’t be British. Or wouldn’t have been British. I think.

				So I’ve decided to find out what I can. To ask the questions that matter, and many that simply don’t, for the simple reason that the answers could be interesting, and even if they aren’t, they could be useful in a pub quiz.

				And the first question up: what actually is Britain?

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: 1_An_Island_Nation.pdf]

				

				OK, I’m an hour in and I am already confused. I am going to have to forget any attempt at defining British achievements or tracing British traditions for now, because there is even debate about what Britain, Great or otherwise, actually is. As far as I can see, the situation is this: Britain is England and Wales; Great Britain is England, Wales and Scotland, although the Great might also simply be there to distinguish Britain from Brittany; the United Kingdom is England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland; and the British Isles is a purely geographical term describing all the countries above with the addition of Eire, and is used only by geographers who want to have to eat their own corduroy and elbow patches the next time they go through customs at Dublin Airport.

				What seems to be clear though is that Britain is, as the cliché goes, ‘an Island Nation’, although if you try to get an answer to how many islands there actually are, the internet gives you hundreds, all contradictory. Some websites say 1,000, some more than 2,000, while a man from the Ordnance Survey who answered the question ‘How many islands are there in Great Britain?’ on an internet forum said there are 6,289, which seems an incredibly large figure, but given that the Ordnance Survey draw the maps, and there is only the slimmest chance that this man doesn’t work for them at all and is simply a freak who pretends to be a cartographer at weekends, I’ve decided to go with it.

				This total is roughly one third of the number in Indonesia – a country so full of tiny islands that a map of the whole thing looks a blood-splatter pattern from Silent Witness – and 6,263 more than Switzerland, which surprisingly has 36, although they don’t really count because they are all in lakes. The majority of the islands of Britain, however, are proper, honest-to-goodness islands surrounded by swell, approachable only by boat, causeway, sea tractor or, if you are a 1970s rock star who bought off Scotland because being a laird seemed like a good way to splash the cash, by helicopter. They range in size from the big one, that which contains England, Scotland and Wales, to fairly substantial isles like Wight, Sheppey and Skye, to marginally less bulky islands like Staffa, Lundy and Brownsea (try not to think too hard about how that one got its name), to simple lumps of rock that, whatever scale of map you are currently struggling to fold, really only merit a dot, far less a name.

				They include islands that seem impossibly romantic, like Lindisfarne, which is connected to the north-east coast by a causeway described by Sir Walter Scott, and those that simply aren’t romantic at all, like Portsea, the island on which Portsmouth sits and which would isolate it from the south coast if it wasn’t for a short bridge, only described by The AA Book of the Road, which guides the ferry-bound 36-wheelers over some tidal mudflats.

				There are islands which appear to be islands but actually aren’t, like the Isle of Purbeck and the Isle of Dogs. The first is simply a peninsula, where a medieval marketing consultant decided to improve tourist numbers by pretending there was water right round it, while the Isle of Dogs, the massive bend in the River Thames that forms the backdrop to the credits in EastEnders, and where I lived until I was ten, is just a bit ahead of the game. That is, it isn’t an island yet, but will be in thousands of years if the river is left to do its natural thing and smooth out the massive meander that goes past Greenwich. Sadly, the point at which it would cut through to straighten its course – just like the diagram you half remember from GCSE Geography – is exactly where they have built Canary Wharf. With the current problems in global finance, you can’t imagine any banks letting the River Thames surge through their trading rooms, however much the rest of us would like to see it.

				There are islands you would think were ours but aren’t, like the self-governing Crown dependency of the Isle of Man; Jersey in the Channel Islands; and the so-called Bailiwick of Guernsey, which encompasses a group of yet smaller islands, including Sark, Herm, Breqhou, Jethou, and Lihou, all of which seem to have been named by someone still recovering from dental anaesthetic.

				There are islands which seem to have been named by a six-year-old, like the Isles of Scilly, a beautiful archipelago off the western-most tip of Cornwall. Made famous by the holidaying Harold Wilson and BBC’s An Island Parish, the Scillies comprise St Mary’s, St Martin’s, Bryher, Tresco and its two neighbours, Tresco Metro and Tresco Express. OK, those last two don’t really exist. The derivation of the word Scilly is the matter of some debate though – no surprise there: the internet doesn’t really seem to deal in definite. The word could be from the Viking ‘Syllorgar’, which means . . . well, I don’t know what it means, and nor did any source I looked at. Or it could be a corruption of the Roman name for the islands, Sully, meaning sun isles. Of the definitions, I lean towards the meaningless Viking. Doubtless the islands do have a very good record for sunshine, but Romans calling any island off the coast of Britain ‘sunny’ seems a bit of a push. Perhaps they had never been to Sardinia, or Elba, or Capri. Perhaps they had never actually been outside.

				There are islands that seem timeless, like the Hebrides, and islands where you step back through time to periods not that long gone. A trip to the Isle of Wight, for example, seems like taking a step back to the 1960s. Former London tube trains run on the railway network, and it was here that they tested the rockets for Britain’s short-lived space programme and developed the first hovercraft. Best known for its festival, the last Jimi Hendrix played at, the island actually has a long and involved history. It was to here that Charles I escaped at the end of the English Civil War. Imprisoned at Hampton Court, and fearing for his life, he decided to make a run for it and set off down the A3 for the coast. Weighing up his options, he decided that escaping to France would be problematic, and plumped instead for Jersey. However, in the New Forest, en route to the port from which he would embark to begin his new life, he became lost in thick fog and missed the ferry to his chosen island. Unfortunately he had booked online and his ticket wasn’t valid for the next sailing, so after a massive argument with his wife and his children, who were sitting in the back of the carriage and already filled to the eyeballs with Haribo, he swapped destinations to Carisbrooke in the Isle of Wight, where he was caught and thrown in prison again. What a great day out. None of this, incidentally, appears in Wikipedia, although it is of course accurate enough to be included.

				There are even islands which haven’t been built yet, like so-called Boris Island, wedged in the Thames between Kent and Essex, designed to contain several runways and, essential at every British international airport, a massive branch of Tie Rack. It may, of course, never be built, and the positioning does seem a bit dodgy. It is currently a haven for wild fowl and although airlines seem able to cope with strikes by cabin crew and baggage handlers, bird strikes are rather more deadly. Inconveniently, it also sits only a short distance from a Second World War wreck containing 4,000 tonnes of high explosives that are liable, as they say in movies, to ‘blow at any time’ and cause a fair degree of unexpected turbulence. My worry though is about possible temptation for the pilots. On a moonlit night, flying up the river towards the Thames Barrier, how much would you want to hum the theme to The Dam Busters, announce in a crackly voice, ‘Baggage away’, and then watch as a selection of Samsonite World Tourers bounces majestically upstream. OK, perhaps it is just me.

				And there are islands like East and West Falkland, which, although they feel more British than Britain itself, are out of the equation entirely. Sitting in the South Atlantic, both are far closer to Antarctica than mainland Europe, although, metaphorically at least, the same would apply to the unfortunate Canvey Island in the Thames Estuary. In the 1950s the petrochemical industry put huge tanks there to store liquid gas, which had to be kept so cold that permafrost spread across the island, making it an extremely unattractive place to live except possibly for urban Arctic foxes and the odd polar bear.

				So islands, yes there are plenty, and there used to be more, because a quick search of ‘the geology of Britain’ revealed that the island of Great Britain which, with the possible exception of Alex Salmond and Sean Connery, we think of as one unbroken landmass stretching from Cornwall to Caithness was once two separate pieces. And, as the best argument not yet used for Scottish independence, the break between the two bits was a massive crack called the Iapetus Suture, a line from the aforementioned Lindisfarne to the Solway Firth – exactly where an independent Scotland would build the border posts and the duty free.

				Even more worrying for those of a unionist disposition, the geological separation between the two nations was fairly fundamental. Unlike England and France, separated by the English Channel but essentially part of the same chunk of land, England and Scotland actually started in completely different parts of the globe, some thousands of miles apart, which would have made any Land’s End to John O’Groats cycle ride very difficult indeed.

				Roughly 540 million years ago, in a geological period known as the Cambrian – or, if you prefer, ‘just before the birth of Bruce Forsyth’ – England, or at least the land we now think of as England, was somewhere down by the South Pole (a fact which enhances our claim to the Falklands, incidentally), while Scotland formed part of the eastern seaboard of North America, which was then known as the supercontinent of Laurentia (or wasn’t, given that humans only started to develop language about 100,000 years ago). From these two starting positions, the two nations began slowly to float towards each other on their respective tectonic plates until at the end of the Silurian – another geological period and not, as you might think, an alien from Doctor Who set on the destruction of the earth – they crashed into each other and have been joined ever since. Who was responsible for the crash is unclear; police only arrived on the scene 400 million years later, and I don’t want to add to Scottish grievances by suggesting that they could claim for whiplash injury or loss of earnings.

				Given that the two modern nations were only travelling towards each other at 5–6cm per year, you’d think the damage would be minimal, but you would be wrong. Both seem to have had the tectonic version of a crumple zone, which bent and twisted as designed, leaving massive fold mountains from Norway to the Appalachians in North America, while the volcanoes that came as a bonus extra gave us ranges such as the Cairngorms.

				Our transformation into an island nation, by the separation of Britain and the Continent, is much more recent though. It happened less than 10,000 years ago, a mere blinking of the eye in geological terms, when the land bridge that joined us to Denmark, Germany and Holland was finally flooded by a massive tsunami which had been set off by a huge lump of Norway falling into the sea. Obviously that isn’t quite how the geologists put it – they call it ‘the Storegga Slides’, one of the largest landslips in history – but either way, the damage caused makes it one of the clearest examples of why ‘bombing’ is not allowed in public swimming pools.

				Intriguingly, the land it flooded, essentially that between the coast of East Anglia and the Low Countries, has become known as ‘Doggerland’. This is apparently because of its proximity to the Dogger Bank, made famous by The Shipping Forecast, although it still leaves me slightly suspicious of what Neolithic man was getting up to in public car parks.

				But what has being an island nation brought us?

				Well, for a start, the fact that we are fairly small and have been crumpled, crushed and twisted in practically every possible direction makes Britain one of the most geologically varied nations, by area, in the world. We have practically everything igneous, metamorphic and sedimentary; everything from chalk, to granite, to slate, to limestone is somewhere on the surface after the gigantic mash-up that has been our geological history. We have basalt extrusions, volcanic archipelagos, clints and grykes, soft downland, hard upland, peat, clay, coal, the lot. In fact, the only things we don’t seem to have are an area of desert, although those living near Bracknell may care to differ, and glaciers, something we may shortly be sharing with the rest of the world.

				In the not too distant past, if the movement of something was described as glacial it meant that it was going imperceptibly slowly. Now, though, the term would be better used to describe something that is moving backwards really quite fast. Which is why I would have preferred the hairdresser to have said something other than ‘glacially’ when I asked him how fast my hair was receding.

				Anyway, back to Britain.

				We have old bits which are being worn down, such as Scottish mountains which were once higher than the Alps, and new bits which are being built up, like the peat bogs of Somerset. We are also, it turns out, pivoting like a see-saw as Scotland, which was covered in ice up to 2km thick during the last ice age, reacts to having the enormous weight removed and springs joyfully upwards at up to 3mm a year, forcing the south of England down into the sea in a process known as isostatic recovery, or the attempted manslaughter of your nearest neighbour. Yes, Scotland is on the up, or on the rebound, depending which way you look at it.

				We also have an enormously long coastline, stuffed full of estuaries, inlets, marshes, cliffs, fjords, platforms, bays, coves, creeks, arches and stacks. It is supposedly one and a half times longer than that of Italy and five times longer than that of France, although yet again no one can actually tell you how long it is. The estimates I read varied from 7,000 miles, to 11,072 miles, to the idea that it might actually be infinite. OK, I admit that at this point I had veered off into a website called PhysicsForum.com. Why is now beyond me. I think I must have been very tired. Anyway it turns out that the length of the British coastline was the subject of a paper by a famous mathematician called Mandelbrot, the so-called father of ‘fractal geometry’, which is a very odd name to give a child, entitled ‘How long is the coast of Britain?’, a label which left no one in any doubt, I guess, over what it was going to be about. His conclusion, which I haven’t read the whole of but would be happy to if the lives of my family and children depended on it, was that the length measured depended on the size at which it was measured. That is, the more detailed a map, then the more little inlets you will see, the greater the intricacies that will be apparent and the longer the coastline you will record. This, according to some on the forum, suggested that the coastline could become infinitely long, while others thought that it couldn’t actually get bigger than it is in real life, although ironically a real life appeared to be something very few of the people on the forum have.

				Sorry, for the anti-physics thing. I don’t really mean it. I’ve even voluntarily read a book on fractals. I know physics is a very important subject, practised by very clever people, on whom we as a society rely. It’s just that I took it for A-level and got an E. I couldn’t get the plasticine balls to swing properly in the practical. Don’t ask. Just be grateful I’m not working at CERN.

				The only really clear fact I picked up about our coastline at all is that, whichever way you look at it, it is much shorter than that of Greece, which has by far the longest coastline in the European Union. I can’t imagine that will help in bail-out negotiations with Angela Merkel, but you never know, and what have they got to lose? Perhaps they should just throw it in and see what happens. Norway’s is long too, and the people of Norway are a model of economic stability.

				Anyway, for me at least, the picture seems clearer: Britain is 6,000 lumps of rock with a coastline which if stretched out into a single line might, and I only say might, get you from Basingstoke to Sydney. A rocky and dotty island kingdom, all governed as an uninterrupted whole, by a single uninterruptable monarch. There. All sorted. That is Britain.

				Except, of course, if you count the foreign embassies, because I remember someone telling me that they aren’t part of Britain at all, but count as part of the country they represent. There are more than 180 embassies or high commissions in London, and they are mostly in really nice houses in Notting Hill or somewhere. One of the greatest concentrations of them is on a road called Kensington Palace Gardens, and it would be a shame if every morning in the palace itself William and Kate pulled back the curtains to find that they were not looking at Britain at all, but at Norway, Nepal, Kuwait and Lebanon instead; although, with austerity in mind, it would at least make overseas trips a lot cheaper and more convenient. If the embassy is actually part of the country whose flag is on the roof, the royals could have an official trip to Romania and be back for breakfast. They could take a holiday to France, without the worry of paparazzi taking snaps of Kate without her top on, partially because the embassy isn’t overlooked, but mainly because no one in their right mind would really want to go topless in a West London garden, even in August. Anyway it is a question worth asking: is Britain like the carpet in 1970s nightclub – does it have 180 Embassy-shaped holes in it?

				The answer, you may be relieved to hear, is no. The embassies are part of Britain, whatever the brass plaque on the door says. The reason some people think they aren’t is down to a misinterpretation of the 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations, a cracking read, which says that embassies are inviolate and must not be entered by the host country without the express permission of the head of mission. That is, you can get up to anything in an embassy and no one can get you for it. Policemen can’t enter, and neither documents nor diplomats have to be surrendered to the British authorities. Which is, of course, why Julian Assange headed for the Embassy of Ecuador when he thought he might be extradited. It was either that or crossing his fingers behind his back and shouting, ‘Fanites’, which apparently does not guarantee immunity under international law, the rules of the CIA, or in the script of Zero Dark Thirty.

				Within embassies, the laws of the countries they represent apply, except of course the natural ones. At the Australian Embassy, for example, the bath water still goes down clock-wise, as it does for the rest of London, and when you look up at night, you see the stars of the northern hemisphere rather than their southern equivalents, like Kiri Te Kanawa or Ricky Ponting. Their status also means that diplomats are exempt from most local taxes, which isn’t that shocking and simply brings them into line with rich people, and anyone who has Jimmy Carr’s accountant.

				Being an island nation is, of course, meant to be a key determinant of our national character. Historians have suggested that it has given us a more detached attitude to our neighbours, which given that we actually are detached from our neighbours, apart from that little bit along the border of Northern Ireland, seems to make sense. It certainly means we have had to interact with the countries next door slightly less than semi-detached nations like Canada or Denmark, and far less than terraced countries like Belgium, whose neighbours keep coming through their garden and wrecking it, or indeed Monaco, which might be really nice but has France on both sides.

				Certainly being an island does seem to lend islanders a certain unwillingness to be pushed around. When I was a child growing up on the Isle of Dogs, the Dockland Development Corporation so antagonized the locals by knocking their houses down that the islanders raised the bridges – well, raised one and swung the other – and declared UDI, a unilateral declaration of independence, just as Rhodesia had done five years earlier. My father was called on to mediate, I missed school, which was in Hackney, by then part of a hostile foreign nation, and the whole thing was terribly exciting. For a short time, we were heading for a Vatican City equivalent, a new country bang in the middle of the capital of another one. But perhaps it was the Vatican parallels which scuppered it. A tiny country would have been fine, but no one wanted to wear the silly costumes that seemed to go with it. And who can blame them? Imagine Phil Mitchell dressed as a Swiss Guard and you will see what I mean.

				The whole debate about the effect of island dwelling on the psyche of a nation and its people is a fascinating one, and there are lots of historical Starkey-style questions that could be asked. Has it given us an inflated sense of self-importance? How has it affected our fractious relationship with Europe? Was the flooding of the Channel a watershed in the history of our nation? Certainly lots of the sheds in Doggerland would have got very wet indeed. I, however, felt myself drawn to a question of a rather more basic nature.

				Does island dwelling mean that we eat a lot of fish?

				OK, it may not seem important now, but you never know when you are going to be on a plane sitting next to a man from the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.

				It turns out that getting information on fish is very difficult indeed. A search under ‘world fish consumption’ gives you little: some recipes, an incomprehensible bar chart and a link to an advert for a fish-oil rich in Omega 3. Even my initial dealings with the website for the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) proved less than fruitful. Had I been after world production figures for asses, buffaloes or beehives, there would have been no problem at all. Likewise pigs, pigeons or rodents. You can even get figures for camelids, which I was relieved to find is the biological name for the family containing camels, llamas and alpacas, not, as you might think, the lid of a camel. Why a camel might have a lid I have no idea – possibly easier access to the food store. If it had two humps, it could have a different food in each, like a Müller Fruit Corner.

				But figures for fish were a problem. Fortunately, enlightenment was not far away. Deep within the organization’s internet offering, I found what can only be described as a ‘fish comparison website’ which, by means of filling in drop-down boxes, a process not that different from fishing itself, allowed me to compare fish statistics from round the world. It would have been enough to give John West a wet dream, although as a fisherman he had probably had enough of those to last a lifetime. I set to my task. First, how did Britain match up with France, fish-wise? Surely, being entirely surrounded by water, we would eat more. I pressed enter and there was my answer, in a table entitled ‘UK Seafood Supply – Quantity (1,000 tonnes) 2000–2010’.

				Beneath it were two lines, one for France, one for Britain, weaving their way across the page, following the timeline along the bottom. Until 2002 we had a greater supply of fish than them, since when they have had a greater supply of fish than us. It is a ding-dong battle, fought out on the high seas, and all perfectly clear, except that I don’t know what it means, because I discovered that ‘supply’ is simply how much you catch, rather than eat, and that seafood doesn’t actually mean fish, it means all the other stuff as well. The category I was after was ‘Fish: Demersal’ – and, yes, I did have to look up what demersal means; don’t try telling me that you wouldn’t have had to. It means fish that feed on the bottom, and comes from the Latin demergere, meaning to sink, although obviously if that is all a fish can do, it is in a bit of trouble. Demersal fish include pretty well everything you and I would think of as fishy in a saltwater context – cod, sole, plaice, haddock and halibut – so it seemed the category to go for. I selected it and pressed enter, to find that in 2007 our fishing fleet provided 9.1kg of fish per head of our population, putting us ahead of Germany, level with France and well behind Spain, but then they have a massive fishing fleet which would trawl everything out of the ocean if no one stopped them, including all the fish, transatlantic cables and the wreck of the Titanic. At least I think that is what it said in the Daily Mail.

				In fish consumption, the situation is pretty much the same. We eat more fish than the Germans, less than the French and, at 21g per day, far, far less than the Spanish, who each eat on average 75g in every 24-hour period. Yes, it’s not just football they’re better at than us, it’s cod-chomping as well. Incidentally, if you are interested, throughout Europe, with its largely Catholic heritage, Friday is the top fish-eating day, as you would expect, while in Sweden and Greece, it’s a Tuesday. Answers on a postcard please. The amount of fish you eat also increases as you get older, and if you become a cat.

				So, rather disappointingly, a nation of fish eaters we are not. In fact, our intake is really rather pathetic. This may, of course, be a modern phenomenon. Perhaps in the distant past we were like the current world champions of fish-eating, that other great island nation, Japan, who with an average per capita intake of 69kg of fish every year, eat one in ten of all the fish consumed in the world. In fact, they are eating so many, and so fast, that they often don’t have time to cook them.

				But of course Japan has an advantage in the world fish-eating league, in that the eating of four-legged animals was illegal for over 1,000 years, and fish therefore became the staple protein, and vastly important culturally. Although it is culturally important here too: throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, fish and chips was the national dish, and we weren’t going to give up that tradition to some foreign import, until we tasted chicken tikka masala.

				For an island nation, in which no one lives more than 73 miles from the sea, it is still a bit surprising that we eat so few of its creatures, but statistics are statistics and, to be honest, I have developed a new-found respect for the people who compile the fish ones. I just hope they also go salsa dancing or something.

				Other aspects of our sea-faring culture have declined as well. It is now hard to believe that the Royal Navy, which now has only 36 capital ships, including a pedalo and two aircraft carriers on which the crew will have to run up and down the deck with their arms out pretending to be aeroplanes, was once the pre-eminent global naval force.

				We are still obsessed by the sea though. Well, a lot of people on the internet seem to be worried about which place in Britain is furthest from it, although, once again, no one seems able to give a clear answer. Some say Coton in Cambridgeshire; some say Ashbourne in Derbyshire. It all seems to depend on where the coast actually is and how far the tide comes in. I say we phone Mandelbrot. Actually, you can phone Mandelbrot; I’ve got to get on and ask my next question.

				Where did all that British etiquette come from?
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