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INTRODUCTION

THE BEST THING about going on holiday is coming home.

Sorry.

Too much.

The fourth best thing about going on holiday after the blue Mediterranean skies, the blue Mediterranean pool and, umm, the blue Mediterranean cocktails is coming home. It can’t just be me who finds comfort in the sheeting rain welcoming you at the airport, the heavy spray sheering off the lorry failing to overtake the other lorry on the way up the M23, the abundant grey-greenness of home.

I once lived a long way from England but a very short way from a totally tropical beach, the sort of beach they use to flog Bounties. That wasn’t all. I had a girlfriend who was at least 80 per cent as lovely as the Bounty ad girl. I was twenty-something, living the coconut-confectionery-based dream. Work. Beach. Sleep. Work. Beach. Sleep. Work. Beach. Throw a shrimp on a barbie. But then something awful happened. I started to miss the grey-greenness. You get tired of the blinding yellows, the gaudy blues, the sun-baked ochres of the tropics. You yearn for sludgy colours. Sludgy colours are calm and dependable. A sludgy colour won’t kiss your wife all the way up her arm and then offer her a private tour of its island on the back of its Vespa.

So I gave up that tropical beach and my 80-per-cent Bounty girl with her apartment just back from the shoreline and her nice teeth. I swapped parrots for sparrows, vegemite for Marmite and thongs1 for mittens-on-string. I came back to the drizzle. So far, so straightforward. This is something any English person will understand, unless you claim to be an English person who likes unremittingly good weather and Christmas lunch in the cruel sunshine of the southern hemisphere in which case you are either lying, not really English or my Geordie friend Donna. But there’s more to it than a lemming-like enthusiasm for bad weather. There must be.

Over the last eighteen months, I have been on a journey into the lives of the English to find out what makes us tick.

As far as possible, I have adopted the David Attenborough approach to this journey, as opposed to the Bruce Parry one. Attenborough looks at his gorillas through the undergrowth and whispers peeping-Tomishly to camera. Parry is more hands-on. If a tribesman inverts his penis, Bruce inverts his too. At no point during the making of this book have I inverted my penis although I did go to Blackpool which turned out to be almost as painful. Of course I am an Englishman so it’s a bit like a gorilla whispering peeping-Tomishly about gorillas. But I have tried to be an objective gorilla.

‘Don’t be too sarcastic,’ the editor had said controllingly at the outset. And, if I’m honest, I thought that would be a tall order because, as we have just this very minute established, I am English, not counting the strong influence of the Armenian grandmother.2 Ask anyone English about their fellow Englishers, and you’ll be hard-pushed to find an enthusiastic, glowingly complimentary response. We’re just not like that. We’re not like our altogether more up-beat, high-fiving, group-hugging, group-whooping cousins across the Atlantic. In very exceptional circumstances, as demonstrated every sixty years or so, we can set out the bunting and flags, and sing anthems with tears in our eyes. And we are quite capable of thinking we’re better than lots of other countries or that if we aren’t, it’s not our fault, it’s the government’s or Brussels’. But you will never find us climbing lampposts and chanting England, England, England like they climb street lights and chant USA, USA, USA. Not unless we’re coming back from a football match, but that’s different.

Despite all this, I did set out with a vague hope that it might not be all bad. That the drizzle pervading the soul of English life might not be quite as unremitting or even as real as you’d think. It might just be part of our weird, self-deprecatory national psyche. Miserableness could be the national glue. It is certainly the starting point of every comedian, sitcom-writer, columnist and hairdresser in the country (or maybe I just have an unusually grumpy hairdresser). It’s what you talk about when you bump into someone you know only vaguely on the train – how miserable everything is. But it might just be a magic kind of miserable, strong enough to bind us together but superficial. Underneath the miserableness, things might not be that bad.

This journey is not a geographical one. Well, it is – I have travelled the length and breadth of this green and grey land – but it is not structured that way. There will be no chapter on northerners or the Cornish or the Norfolkers or, worse, the bequiffed, beplimsolled Shoreditchers. Our regional peculiarities will emerge patchily and unpredictably, just as they do in life. Any attempt to compartmentalise a nation in that way is doomed to ridicule. If you’re Cornish, you know the way you speak is funny. You don’t need me pointing that out. And I don’t need you coming round my house with your all right my handsums and your pitchforks.

This is also my excuse for focusing on the English as opposed to the British. Like it or not, Alex Salmond, much of what we will discover applies just as well to the Scottish or the Welsh as it does to the English. This is not a travel guide, it is a journey into our daily lives, and I would suggest, dangerously, that the biggest variations between our homes, our working lives and the way we roll at the weekend still come from ‘class’ as opposed to which corner of England, or, for that matter, Britain, we inhabit. And even that generalisation is fraught with exceptions, the most significant being that we live in homogenised times. We watch the same television, buy the same BOGOF cheese from the same supermarkets, read the same S&M books. Still, there are some national differences. And frankly, the boiling rage certain elements of these fair isles will work themselves into if they are, once again, lumped into a big book of Britain suggests they feel strongly about it. So we will save Scotland and Wales and, yes, Northern Ireland but not Gibraltar, for another day. Where I use the term British rather than English, it is not because I am forgetting this solemn pledge. It is simply because whatever we are discussing applies to the lot of us. Don’t get your sporran in a twist.

This is a journey not around the geography of the land but the geography of our lives. We will be snooping, whisperingly, around our homes, our offices and wherever we go at the weekends. We will be looking at how we cook, eat, drive, work, sleep and, ahem, other stuff some of you might still do in bed.

We begin on the sofa which is, by the way, an almost impossible place about which to be unsarcastic. My problem, not yours, but really, it’s not easy. This is the place English people spend the vast majority of time when they aren’t sleeping or working. Four hours a day on average. Four hours. A DAY. Not counting students. Not counting Jeremy Kyle. In the living room, we find sloth. But, is it really that bad? This is the question I will be asking, as unsarcastically as possible, as we focus our creepy binoculars on every aspect of English life. Is the metaphorical self-flagellation (it is just metaphorical, isn’t it? Please tell me it is) every time we slump into the well-worn curve of our beloved zero-per-cent-financed three-seater really necessary? To find out, my fellow Hobbits, we must step into the world of sofas and sitting rooms. We will stare at people through their living room windows and decide if it really is as dire as everyone says it is.

From the sofa, we will travel to the kitchen where, if anything, the default view is more miserable still. What’s the first thing that comes into your head when we mention the English and food? Rosemary jus, you say? Are you kidding? You are kidding. Funny. For me, it’s the microwave meal. The sound of lids being pierced. The four-minute ping. And other things: plastic cheese, ‘energy’ drinks, none-a-day, sugar, sugar, sugar, and the only thing worse, sweeteners. Distraught parents pushing turkey twizzlers through school fences because Jamie tried to make their children eat vegetables.

If the sofa is sloth, the kitchen is gluttony. Gluttony and envy. My kitchen surface is more expensive than your kitchen surface. My coffee machine is more industrial than yours. My Ocado delivery is bigger than yours. The venison I’m serving at my dinner party went to a better school than your venison.

Again, is it really that bad? We shall, fellow questers, find out. With any luck, those twinned sins of envy and gluttony might just be dismissed with a bish bash bosh and a ping.

By the time we step into the garden, it gets easier to be upbeat. We’re very good at gardens. Not miserable at all. A little neglectful perhaps. Those weeds aren’t going to strangle themselves. But we like to potter in our small corner of England. It has not ever been thus. Unless you were Downton posh, gardens used to be the spare cupboard, a place to chuck stuff or grow potatoes or hang knickers or all three. Now we have Monty Don and herbaceous borders and, forgive me for this, rooms outside. We have pretentions to aristocratic horticultural grandeur. This has grave implications. There are issues out there in the green and pleasant garden that are more frightening than anything we find inside the home.

And then we must leave the home altogether because, you know, mortgage. How do we get to work? In the very old days, we walked. In the old days, we took the penny farthing. Now, we commute. I think we all know that no one is going to have a good word to say about commuting to work at half-five in the morning. But we will try in Chapter Four.

And I think we all know that we are drifting further from the French model of the working week (thirty-five hours, two hours for lunch avec du vin, a whole summer off) to the terrifying American model of the working week (bagel at becubicled desk, no holiday ever, death by PowerPoint). But we will grin and bear it as we investigate office life in Chapter Five.

And I think we all also know that when we go out drinking after work, we are very naughty binge drinkers and if we’re not careful we will burst our livers. But we will line our stomachs and pack the Alka Seltzer for a tour of pub and clubland in Chapter Six.

From there, we reach the weekend. Ahh, lovely weekend. We will begin in the shops because if English people spend their evenings on the sofa, they spend their weekend in the shops. Shopping centres are the new cathedrals. Internet shops are the new internet cathedrals. The high street is dead. Thanks a lot, supermarkets. Grumble, grumble, grumble.

The other thing some of us do is play sport. Or watch other people playing sport. Before we pretty much won the Olympics, you could have expected a chapter being rather downbeat about this nation’s sporting prowess. Well, not any more, Sonny Jim. Okay, a bit Mr Jim because we will tackle football as well as running, skipping and jumping. And if you’re expecting me to maintain the rosy hue of optimism all the way through a football match, you’ve got the wrong writer.

The other, other thing we love to do at the weekend when we’re not shopping or watching other people kick balls is drive around a lot. We love our cars, don’t we? Really love them. Polish-them-at-the-weekend love them. Spend-more-time-admiring-their-contours-than-our-wives’ love them. We will explore traffic jams, not just from the back of them but also from the control room designed to prevent them. And we will spend an entire day – twenty-four hours, a practical short-break – at Newport Pagnell services, the first motorway service station to open to the public and a five-star award winner, no less, in the category of toilets. That seems perverse, you might think. If you’re going to construct an argument about how things aren’t as bad as they seem, you wouldn’t go to Newport Pagnell. But no. You’re wrong. Silly, wrong you. Motorway services are the starting point of all childhood holiday memories. The sense of movement, new frontiers, adventure, the outside chance of being given a tin of sweets covered in flour, all start at Junction so-and-so of M-whatever.

And then, after all that hard slog through domestic bliss, work horror and the social whirl of your glamorous weekend, we’ll find ourselves at the beach. Great Britain is the ninth largest island in the world. In other words, we are not Robinson Crusoe. You could easily go a year without catching a glimpse of the coast. But at the end of every road, apart from the orbital ones, is a stretch of brown sand or pointy pebbles. The English beach gets a whole chapter of its own because it is a particularly good spot for English-watching. It is the wildebeest equivalent of open savannah. There is nowhere to hide. We will see how different one wildebeest can be from another wildebeest, how some will pay £22 for fish and chips, and we shall reach sweeping conclusions just in time for the final chapter … the bedroom. About which we need to say little for now other than that I have left that chapter to last because I always put off the most awkward, embarrassing, teeth-clenchingly, eyes-to-ceiling tricky jobs until the very, very end. Because I’m English.
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1

THE SOFA

How sweet and soothing is this hour of calm! I thank thee, night! for thou has chased away these horrid bodements which, amidst the throng, I could not dissipate; and with the blessing of thy benign and quiet influence now will I to my couch, although to rest is almost wronging such a night as this.

LORD BYRON. Slouch

SHE SLEEPS WITH A PILLOW over her head. Not on the sofa. On the bed. It’s not a deal breaker. You learn to live with stuff like this in a long-term relationship and I’m quite sure she has a long list of things I do that annoy her, not that I can think of any offhand. Maybe my devil-may-care attitude to sock pairing. Or the thing with the toenails and the bath. Something foot-related. The point is, she sleeps with a pillow on her head and, last night, it fell off her head and onto the alarm clock, thus subduing the early morning chirrup of bells vital to the success of my day.

‘Why was the bloody alarm clock on the floor?’

‘Why was the bloody pillow on your head?’

I drove to the station car park, grabbed my bag out of the boot, slammed the boot shut and realised my phone, my wallet and the only car key we possess since someone (me) lost the spare were all still in the boot. The boot was locked. The whole car was locked. I have no idea how it happened. It is not an especially paranoid car. No middle-of-the-night alarm calls. No ejector seat. Half the time, the central locking doesn’t work at all but this morning, of all mornings, it had worked a little too well.

I borrowed a phone and called home. She, the cat’s mother, the wife who sleeps with a pillow over her head, did not answer. She never does the first time (‘because it’s probably one of those recordings of someone trying to sell me something’). It’s not a deal breaker. You have to learn to live with …

I borrowed a twenty off Mehmet, the Coffee Guy on platform one (more of him later), and caught the very late train.

And missed the bus.

I ran through the streets in the brutal early morning sunshine, cursing all who stood in my way. I jumped over a flowerbed, a shih-tzu and three old-age pensioners, but I still missed the meeting I really absolutely couldn’t miss.

‘I told you we should have got another key cut,’ she said when she finally answered the phone.

There was no time for a proper lunch which is a shame because there had been no time for breakfast and, what with all the running and jumping, I was beginning to see tiny blue and purple patterns in my eyes. I ate a Scotch egg at my desk even though the Scotch egg was old and the average desk is less hygienic than the average toilet, according to a survey I wish I had never read.

In the afternoon, everyone shouted at me, I had no time for a cup of tea, and then I left. I missed the bus. I ran through the streets in the brutal late evening sunshine, jumped over the flowerbed, the pensioners and, exotically, a miniature schnauzer, and arrived at the station. Then I realised I had left my train ticket on my desk. My wallet was still in the car. Flowerbed, pensioners, schnauzer, schnauzer, pensioners, flowerbed, train.

‘The AA man managed to break in. I’ve left the key under a crisp packet by the fence post in the hedge nearest but one from the car,’ the cat’s mother had said earlier. ‘You really should have got another key cu—’

No sign of the key, even after a twenty-minute fingertip search, the kind they do in Danish police dramas the second time around after the first crime-scene team hadn’t done it thoroughly enough and the murderer, who is obviously the best friend of the dad, is still free as a bird, looking ambiguously at things off camera. I put on a white paper boilersuit, a mask, the works. No key.

I borrowed a phone.

‘No, a Mini-Cheddars packet.’

‘You said crisp packet.’

‘Yes.’

‘Mini-Cheddars are not crisps.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘They’re a savoury biscuit.’

‘Could I possibly have my phone back?’

Home at last, tired, sweaty, tetchy. But it’s all okay because there she is, waiting for me, right there in the sitting room like she always does. Still as beautiful as the day we first met. Well, okay, not quite. She’s lost her shape a bit. She sags in the middle. The wear and tear is becoming quite embarrassing, socially. It’s only a matter of time before she has to be replaced with a new, fresh, firmer model. But at least she’s comfortable and familiar.

My sofa.

The only thing I can count on at the end of an exhausting day. Feet up, rubbish telly on, glass of half-price supermarket wine (full price established at full price in 321 stores from March 7 to March 7 and a bit) within easy reach, bottle a little further away because I’m not a complete alcoholic. Ahhhhhh.

And then she walks in. My wife, not the sofa.

‘Darling, I didn’t hear you come in,’ she says. ‘How was your day? Nightmare about the keys.’

No. Don’t do it. Please. She’s walking towards me, not quite apologetic even though everything that happened today was her fault, but certainly conciliatory. Which means she wants something, something I really don’t want to give her, not after the horror of my day, not when it’s only a Tuesday and it’s not her birthday.

More smiles. Closer now. Right past the uncomfortable other sofa, the leather one that neither of us likes, bought in our twenties when we lived near Islington and thought style was more important than content.

‘Budge up.’

No. Please.

‘Move your legs over.’

No. That Medusa smile. The snake hair. No. No.

‘Do you mind if I just put my feet up?’

Aaaaarrggghhh.

‘Could you just rub there for a minute? Right on the ball. I’ve had such an exhausting day.’

HOW DO YOU SIT ON YOURS? Do you have your bottom near the front and your head at the back so your chins rest on your manboobs and Pringles have no easy route down your gastrointestinal tract? Do you perch nervously like you’re in the waiting room of a cutprice vasectomy clinic (‘30-day money-back guarantee if you’re not completely satisfied with the results’)? Perhaps you sit in the osteopath-endorsed manner, bum back, spine straight, eyes in line with a point two-thirds of the way up the television screen, a bowl of raw vegetables and low-calorie dips next to the subscription-only ashtanga yoga magazine you’re about to read from cover to cover. No, of course you don’t.

Do you have a footstool? Tell me you don’t. Thank God. Do you use the arm of the sofa as a footstool? And as a result of your misuse of the arm of the sofa, do you fall asleep in the third or, more recently, second quarter of the hour-long programme you knew you’d never get to the end of? At 10.35 p.m.? Or, if we’re going to have a really honest relationship throughout this book, 9.35 p.m.?

Me too. Apparently it’s to do with biorhythms. It’s not even our fault.

You can learn everything you need to learn about the English from the comfort of a sofa. If you are a glass-half-empty anthropologist, what you learn will be bleak and soul-destroying. It will confirm what you always suspected: that we are, as a nation, finished, ruined, kaput, over. In the Victorian era, people sat upright in wing chairs and settees while inventing things, writing things, reading things and plotting the further expansion of the empire. Now, we slouch and just look at the state we’re in. Look at it. We haven’t colonised anything in ages.

During the Olympics, more people watched more television than ever before. How ironic. Until someone invents a way to get fitter just by watching people do exercise on television, and no, Tree Fu Tom doesn’t count, things will only deteriorate.

Glass half-full time. This is not our fault. If you try to sit straight on a modern sofa and you are not an Ewok, your head hangs over the back. This is uncomfortable, unbecoming and possibly dangerous. For the sake of your vertebrae and your reputation, you adopt a more oblique angle. You accept the laws of gravity and lie down. If sofas had proper backs, everything would be different. England could still be great.

We must also accept that the ‘three-seat sofa’ is a lie. Put three people on a three-seat sofa and the chap in the middle is a lemon, a social pariah, an unassimilated oddball. This sort of thing might be acceptable in places where there is no concept of personal space such as Italy or Bluewater, but in most parts of England no one sits in the middle seat of a sofa. It’s almost as antisocial as taking the middle seat on a train which is almost as bad as hyperhidrosis. No, the ‘three-seat sofa’ is a one-seat sloucher, a Trojan bed, the chair equivalent of a computer-generated Stoor Hobbit whispering, ‘Have a little lie down, my precious. You deserve it.’

The Age of Slouchery is not our fault.

I AM STANDING at the entrance of DFS Carcroft in South Yorkshire. You might not think that sounds exciting but you’d be wrong. DFS Carcroft isn’t just any DFS. It is the original DFS. It was on this very piece of ground in 1969 that Graham Kirkham, a twenty-four-year-old son of an Edlington miner, started Northern Upholstery, forerunner of Direct Furnishing Supplies, in a room above a snooker hall. If Kirkham had passed his O-levels and joined the Royal Air Force as he’d always dreamed, I would not be standing here shaking hands with Darryl, DFS Carcroft’s manager. And this might not be the Age of Slouchery. But Kirkham fluffed his O-levels and here we are, Darryl and me, definitely shaking hands.

As we walk in, we are assaulted by a suite of sofas so red, you could murder an entire South Yorks family on it and no one would notice. I point at it derogatorily and ask if anyone has ever bought it.

‘Reds are very, very popular,’ says Darryl, apparently unperturbed by the redness.

‘Really?’

‘Well,’ he replies obstinately, ‘people buy what they see. I could put it out in orange and they’d buy it. I could put it out in green with pink spots, and they’d buy it. We could do one in tennis-ball yellow, and they would buy it. We once did pink and purple suede. And guess what?’

‘They bought it?’

‘They bought it.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

Buy now. Pay in 2087. This gorgeous three-seat recliner, yours for just £499 (£87,000 after event). DFS. Making every day more comfortable. Exactly what is the event after which a DFS sofa will cease to be £499? It has to be something pretty significant. A mere nuclear holocaust wouldn’t be sufficient. There would have to be asteroids at the very least or a sudden folding of the time-space continuum unforeseen by everyone including Stephen Hawkins but not the marketing team at DFS.

It is not important. What is important is that Catherine and John are about to buy a sofa from Darryl. They haven’t bought a new sofa for twenty-five years. This makes them unusual. According to Darryl, a huge chunk of his customers come back every couple of years to ‘update their front room’. That’s what people do these days, he says with a philosophical cough.

‘We’re modernising,’ says John, with a sideways glance at ‘the wife’.

‘You’re not going for that one, are you?’ I ask.

We’re standing next to a three-piece monstrosity in white leather. It has a high back, I’ll give it that, but it’s so high, it’s reminiscent of a very old people’s home. That is not all. There is also a chair that matches and something else, something quite different, something Darryl tells me, with an embarrassed smile, is called a cuddler. It is a circular, rotating, padded seat with a semi-circular back, half-Total Wipeout, half-Elizabeth Taylor’s Cleopatra eating grapes. Tarty, with delusions of not being tarty.

‘And you’re going for the cuddler?’ I ask John.

‘Goodness, no,’ says John, fiddling with the control on the sofa. John has his limits.

The Navona, as the sofa suite is called because who knows why, maybe the designer had just been to Rome, is one of DFS Carcroft’s top sellers and it comes with an optional ‘power recliner’. We have a discussion about the pros and cons of a button that makes the sofa recline. Catherine argues that if you’re spending £200 on this facility, you’re saving £49 because the puffie, by which I hope she means footstool, is £249. ‘You don’t need a puffie if you’ve got a power recliner,’ she clarifies.

‘But you can’t get an electric recliner,’ I say. ‘That’s the beginning of the end.’

John nods. Catherine digs in.

‘Well, it’s not for me, it’s for me mam,’ says Catherine. ‘She’s disabled. And so are you, John.’

We both look at John.

‘That’s true,’ he says, tapping his leg which makes an unexpectedly tinny sound.

This is just typical, telling a one-legged man he can’t buy an electric recliner.

‘Sorry, you’re disguising that well,’ I say. ‘I suppose you can get the button.’

John had an accident down mine. His damaged leg got an infection. It wasn’t treated properly. He lost his leg. This was years ago. He’s allowed to have the button – but unless you’re over ninety or you have a valid blue badge for your car, you are not. While Catherine and John fill out their paperwork, I tackle Darryl. Not literally, he doesn’t deserve that. But he does have to answer for his part in Slouchgate. Baron Kirkham is a billionaire, a collector of old master paintings, including Constable’s View on the Stour, which cost him £6.7 million, and Gainsborough’s Peasants Going to Market, a snip at £3.5 million. That’s a lot of sofas. And Darryl is his henchman. Explain yourself, Darryl.

‘People aren’t couch potatoes,’ he says, self-reclining on another bright red monstrosity. ‘We’re working harder than ever, aren’t we? People round here used to do shifts. You’d work from six till two or seven till three in the mines or the steelworks but then you’d be off. I work from eight until six. A lot of people work longer hours than that. And they commute. They have twenty minutes for lunch, they rush around and when they get home, they’re knackered. The last thing they want to do is sit in a formal dining room having a formal dinner. I don’t know about you but I just want to slump and watch some telly.’

COUCH POTATO is a pejorative term. In 2005 exasperated representatives of the potato industry even stood outside parliament and the offices of the Oxford English Dictionary campaigning to get it changed to couch slouch.3 They obviously had a chip on their shoulder.4 But if Darryl is right and we’re only reclining because we’re working harder than we ever have, then we should regard the term more warmly. We should embrace it. Think of the couch potato as overworked and undervalued, the exhausted jacket-and-tie potato of the twenty-first century.

And how bad is sitting slumped in front of the television anyway? Technically, quite bad. Dr John Ott, a scientist and photographer who spent a lot of time not watching television and a lot more time studying the health effects of sunlight and artificial light, lived to the ripe old age of ninety. One can only assume he followed the lessons of his own research. In 1964 Dr Ott read an article in Time magazine reporting how two doctors were studying a group of children, all suffering from fatigue, nervousness, headache and insomnia. They could find no root cause until, eventually, they realised the children were TV addicts. They were watching between three and six hours of television a day during the week and up to ten hours a day on the weekend. A complete ban on television was applied and within three weeks the children were as right as rain.

Dr Ott decided to take these findings a step further. He got hold of a very large colour television and covered one half of its screen with solid lead to block radiation. The other half was covered with photo paper to block light. He then planted six perfectly innocent beans in pots and placed them in front of the lead side, and six more in front of the photo paper. After three weeks, the beans in front of the lead were absolutely fine. The beans protected only by the photo paper showed an excessive vine-type growth. ‘Furthermore, the leaves were all approximately three times the size of those of the outdoor plants and those protected with the lead shielding,’ wrote Dr Ott.

Now, if the gardeners among you are thinking this is excellent news and that you will immediately desist from reading this chapter in order to relocate your pot plants to the sofa, stop it. This is not the lesson we are to draw from Dr Ott’s runner-bean couch potato experiment. We are meant to conclude that too much telly is bad.

To ensure no one mistook his experiment for an excellent way to grow veg, Dr Ott replaced the beans with some rats. Two of them got the photo paper side, two got the lead. The rats without the lead protection became hyperactive and then lethargic. After ten days, Dr Ott had to push them to make them move about the cage which, for the non-scientific among you, is not good. To ensure this wasn’t just a bad batch of rats, Dr Ott repeated the study. The next group of telly-addicted rodents died within twelve days. Two others became so lethargic that Dr Ott rushed them to Evanston Hospital. I’m sorry to say the rats didn’t pull through. Autopsies revealed brain tissue damage.

But let’s not panic. These kids, these rats and these runner beans were American and it was ages ago. Older cathode ray televisions might have emitted radiation but since Dr Ott’s experiments the amounts have reduced drastically. Plasmas and LCDs aren’t nearly so bad. And if you don’t believe me, you can always log on to www.emfblues.com and buy yourself a Crystal Catalyst® Dielectric Resonator (‘tested by independent third party laboratories for over twenty years’) to suck up all the gamma rays.

Still, we now watch an average of four hours two minutes’ television every day, according to the Broadcasters’ Audience Research Board. That’s more than twenty-eight hours every week, a mere afternoon short of our world-champion cousins across the pond (who manage thirty-three hours). Despite all the other modern distractions such as iThings and laptops and Kindling, it is the most we have ever watched the box. This, and Angry Birds, and Netflix, is why English sofas have dips in the middle.

Almost 60 per cent of UK households have two or more televisions. More than 10 per cent have four. Only 3.5 per cent have no televisions at all and most of them live in isolated farm buildings in Norfolk.5 The most watched genres are entertainment and drama. Two-thirds of telly watched is now commercial. In the last year, there were 984 billion individual views of adverts, the highest ever recorded. The industry calls these views ‘impacts’. We watch forty-seven ads a day. That’s a lot of impact.

This coincides with a rather depressing study by the University of Queensland which concluded that every hour you watch television, you shorten your life by twenty-two minutes. And no matter how much you love Noel Edmonds, Deal or No Deal is never going to be worth that sort of sacrifice. Dr Lennert Veerman, who ran the study, argued that this ‘ubiquitous sedentary behaviour’ is a ‘public health problem’.

I phoned Dr Veerman and pleaded Darryl-from-DFS’s case. We are tired. We stand on public transport. We sit in traffic jams. We work hard. We rush around. We eat lunch at our unhygienic desks while managing spreadsheets and Gocomparing car insurance and fending off the people who bullied us at school but now want to be friends with us on Facebook. Please don’t make us sit around actually talking to each other in the evening. Please let us watch television.

Dr Veerman doesn’t give an inch. He does not buy Darryl’s argument. He doesn’t buy mine either when I suggest there must be some benefit to all the rushing around that counters our sedentary evenings.

‘The effect of television on mortality is independent of the physical activity a person performs,’ he says belligerently. ‘Running around all day would partly offset the increasing risk associated with television viewing, but it would not cancel it. What you gain in health during the day, you can undo in the evening. And I am not sure there is much evidence that the English are really more physically active now than they were in the past.’

Perhaps Dr Veerman is unaware that I have only recently taken up jogging. Or that you have only recently taken up walking around in full-body Lycra with those tiny little pink dumbbells. (Well done you, by the way. You’re doing great. The pounds are falling off.) So let us spend an evening with an average, typical English family, plucked at random, using my English Plucking Randometer, and find out if our slouchery is really so bad.

SATURDAY EVENING in a village in Kent, and Simon and Sian are ‘enjoying’ a ‘quiet’ night in with their four children, Louis, fourteen, Sam, twelve, Gabi, ten and Theo, six. Gabi has baked cupcakes for my arrival, Theo is attempting cartwheels but the two oldest boys are distinctly less excited by the prospect of having to talk to an actual person. Sam is on his iPad 2. Louis is on his iPhone 4. I suspect they’re only in the room because of some puce-faced, three-line whip issued moments before I arrived. Their parents, friends of friends of friends, look a little nervous. It has taken months to convince them to let me witness their Saturday night. They would rather the rest of us didn’t know.

‘So if I wasn’t here, you’d all be sitting together, holding hands, a happy family in a front room watching a programme involving dogs, fat opera singers and Simon Cowell?’ I ask with a mouthful of cupcake.

‘We’re not idiots!’ shouts Theo. Theo is trouble.

‘Theo!’ chorus his parents. Then Mum suggests that while Dad still tries to encourage communal viewing on a Saturday (‘It’s family bonding,’ he interjects with a wry smile), she gave up a long time ago.

‘Things have become easier since we moved the piano to Lock ’N’ Store,’ says Dad. ‘The music room has now been renamed the front room and the kids can go in there and watch their stuff.’

‘And you watch the X Factor,’ says Mum helpfully.

‘Dad loves the X Factor,’ say the children loudly, for the benefit of the tape.

‘I don’t watch telly,’ says Louis, a bit muffled, trapped as he is between an enormous pair of headphones.

Here is an anomaly. An English teenager who has shunned his generation’s obsession with the small screen and found other things like books and harpsichords and the musings of Plato to fill his time.

‘No, I watch most stuff on the internet – iPlayer, You-Tube, films.’ Last week, he downloaded Schindler’s List but played Xbox during ‘the boring bits’. His parents look appalled.

Louis estimates he spends at least five hours a day looking at screens. He has 654 friends on Facebook but gave up the social-networking site for Lent.

‘It was getting a bit much,’ he admits candidly. ‘I was coming home from school, going straight to my computer and staying on it until I went to bed. The first week without it was quite hard but then it got a lot easier.’ Facebook Anonymous.

‘Are you also on Bebo?’ I ask, nodding like I’m like hardly bovvered – and he snorts.

‘You just got a teenage snort,’ says Mum, who is so far proving just as subversive as the teenager.

‘What did I say?’

‘Beebo shut ages ago,’ says Louis, snorting again. ‘It’s Facebook, BBM, Tumblr, Skype.’

Sam, the twelve-year-old who has remained quiet/fused to his iPad until now, joins the snorting so I ask him whether he watches X Factor with his dad. Before he can answer, his mum outs him as the family’s most obsessive Skyper. ‘Sometimes he’ll go up to his room to do his
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