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  Chapter 2


  And now here I was in Calais, about to revisit Dover for the first time in twenty-three years. Tomorrow I would catch an early ferry and begin the serious business of investigating Britain, examining the country’s public face and private parts, as it were, but today I was carefree and unattached. I had nothing to do but please myself.


  Calais is an interesting place that exists solely for the purpose of giving English people in track suits somewhere to go for the day. Because it was heavily bombed in the war, it fell into the hands of postwar town planners and in consequence looks like something left over from a 1957 Exposition du Cément. An alarming number of structures, particularly around the cheerless Place d’Armes, the central square, seem to have been modeled on supermarket packaging, primarily packets of Jacob’s Cream Crackers. A few even extend across roads—always a sign of 1950s planners smitten with the novel possibilities of concrete. One of the main buildings in the center, it almost goes without saying, is a Holiday Inn/cornflakes box.


  But I didn’t mind. The sun was shining in a kindly Indian summer way and this was France and I was in that happy frame of mind that always comes with the start of a long trip and the giddy prospect of spending weeks and weeks doing nothing much and calling it work.


  I was disappointed to note that nobody on the streets of Calais looked like Yves Montand or Jeanne Moreau or even the delightful Philippe Noiret. This was because they were all Britons dressed in sportswear. They all looked as if they should have whistles around their necks and be carrying a soccer ball. Instead, they were lugging heavy carrier bags of clinking bottles and noisome cheeses and wondering why they had bought the cheese and what they were going to do with themselves until it was time to catch the four o’clock ferry home. You could hear them bickering in small, unhappy voices as they passed. “Sixty francs for a packet of bloody goat’s cheese? Well, she won’t thank you for that.” They all looked as if they ached for a nice cup of tea and some real food. It occurred to me that you could make a small fortune with a hamburger stand. You could call it Burgers of Calais.


  It must be said that apart from shopping and bickering quietly, there isn’t a great deal to do in Calais. There’s the well-known Rodin statue outside the Hôtel de Ville and a single museum, the Musée des Beaux-Arts et de la Dentelle (“The Museum of Beautiful Art and of the Teeth,” if my French hasn’t abandoned me), but the museum was closed and the Hôtel de Ville was a long hike—and anyway the Rodin statue is on every postcard. I ended up, like everyone else, nosing around the souvenir shops, of which Calais has a certain amplitude.


  For reasons that I have never understood, the French have a particular genius when it comes to tacky religious keepsakes, and in a gloomy shop on a corner of the Place d’Armes, I found one I liked: a plastic model of the Virgin Mary standing with beckoning arms in a kind of grotto fashioned from seashells, miniature starfish, lacy sprigs of dried seaweed, and a polished lobster claw. Glued to the back of the Madonna’s head was a halo made from a plastic curtain ring, and on the lobster claw the model’s gifted creator had painted an oddly festive-looking “Calais!” in neat script. I hesitated because it cost a lot of money, but when the lady of the shop showed me that it also plugged in and lit up like a fun-fair ride at Blackpool, the only question in my mind was whether one would be enough. “C’est très jolie,” she said in a kind of astonished hush when she realized that I was prepared to pay real money for it, and bustled off to get it wrapped and paid for before I came to my senses and cried, “Say, where am I? And what, pray, is this tacky piece of Franco-merde I see before me?”


  “C’est très jolie,” she kept repeating soothingly, as if afraid of disturbing my wakeful slumber. I think it may have been some time since she had sold a Virgin Mary with Seashells Occasional Light. In any case, as the shop door shut behind me, I distinctly heard a whoop of joy.


  Afterward, to celebrate, I called in for a coffee at a popular café on the rue de Gaston Papin et Autres Dignitaires Obscures. Indoors, Calais seemed much more agreeably Gallic. People greeted each other with two-cheek kisses and wreathed themselves in blue smoke from Gauloises and Gitanes. An elegant woman in black across the room looked uncannily like Jeanne Moreau having a quick smoke and a Pernod before playing a funeral scene in a movie called La Vie Drearieuse. I wrote a postcard home and enjoyed my coffee, then passed the hours before dusk waving in a friendly but futile way at the bustling waiter in the hope of coaxing him back to my table to settle my modest account.


  I dined cheaply and astonishingly well at a little place across the road—there is this to be said for the French: They can make fries—drank two bottles of Stella Artois in a café where I was served by a Philippe Noiret look-alike in a slaughterhouse apron, and retired early to my modest hotel room, where I played with my seashell Madonna for a time, then got into bed and passed the night listening to cars crashing in the street below.


  In the morning, I breakfasted early, settled my bill with Gérard Depardieu—now, there was a surprise—and stepped out to another promising day. Clutching an inadequate little map that came with my ferry ticket, I set off in search of the ferry terminus. On the map it looked to be quite nearby, practically in the town center, but in reality it was a good two miles away at the far end of a bewildering wasteland of oil refineries, derelict factories, and acres of open ground strewn with old girders and piles of jagged concrete. I found myself squeezing through holes in chain-link fences and picking my way between rusting railway carriages with broken windows. I don’t know how other people get to the ferry at Calais, but I had the distinct feeling that no one had ever done it this way before. And all the while I walked, I was uncomfortably aware—actually in a whimpering panic—that departure time was drawing nigh and that the ferry terminal, though always visible, never actually seemed to get any closer.


  Eventually, after dodging across a busy divided highway and clambering up an embankment, I arrived breathless and late and looking like someone who’d just survived a mining disaster, and was hustled aboard a shuttle bus by an officious woman with a serious case of dysmenorrhea. On the way, I took stock of my possessions and discovered with quiet dismay that my beloved and costly Madonna had lost her halo and was shedding seashells.


  I boarded the ship perspiring freely and with a certain disquiet. I’m not a good sailor, I freely admit. I get sick on peddle boats. Nor was I helped by the fact that this was one of those Ro-Ro ferries (short for “roll on, roll over”) and that I was entrusting my life to a company that had a significantly less than flawless record when it came to remembering to shut the bow doors, the nautical equivalent of forgetting to take off your shoes before getting into the bath.


  The boat was chockablock with people, all of them English. I spent the first quarter of an hour wandering around wondering how they had gotten there without getting filthy, inserted myself briefly into the track-suited mayhem that was the duty-free shop and as quickly found my way out again, strolled around the cafeteria with a tray looking at the astonishingly costly fare and then put the tray back (there was a queue for this), searched for a seat among hordes of dementedly lively children, and finally found my way out onto the breezy deck where 274 people with blue lips and dancing hair were trying to convince themselves that because the sun was shining they couldn’t possibly be cold. The wind whipped our anoraks with a sound like gunshots, scooted small children along the deck, and, to everyone’s private gratification, tipped a plastic cup of tea onto a fat lady’s lap.


  Before long, the White Cliffs of Dover rose from the sea and began creeping toward us and in no time at all, it seemed, we were sailing into Dover Harbour and clumsily nuzzling up to the dock. As a disembodied voice instructed foot passengers to assemble at the starboard egress point on Deck ZX-2 by the Sunshine Lounge—as if that meant anything to anybody—we all embarked on long, befuddled, highly individual explorations of the ship: up and down stairways, through the cafeteria and club class lounge, in and out of storerooms, through a kitchen full of toiling lascars, back through the cafeteria from another angle, and finally—without knowing quite how—out into the welcoming, watery sunshine of England.


  I was eager to see Dover again after all these years. I strode into the town center along Marine Parade and with a small cry of pleasure spied the shelter I’d slept in those many years ago. It was covered in about eleven more layers of bile-green paint but otherwise unchanged. The view out to sea was likewise unchanged, though the water was bluer and more glittery than when I’d last seen it. But everything else looked different. Where I recalled there being a row of elegant Georgian houses there was now a vast and unbecoming brick apartment block. Townwall Street, the main through road to the west, was wider and more menacing with traffic than I remembered, and there was now a pedestrian underpass to the central business district, which itself was unrecognizable.


  The main shopping street had been pedestrianized and the Market Square had been turned into a kind of piazza with patterned paving and the usual array of cast-iron trimmings. The whole town center seemed uncomfortably squeezed by busy, wide relief roads of which I had no recollection, and there was now a big tourist edifice called the White Cliffs Experience, where, I presume from the name, you can discover what it feels like to be 800-million-year-old chalk. I didn’t recognize anything. The trouble with English towns is that they are so indistinguishable one from another. They all have a Boots the Chemist and W. H. Smith bookshop and Marks & Spencer department store. You could be anywhere really.


  I plodded distractedly through the streets, unhappy that a place so central to my memories was so unfamiliar. Then, on my third grumbling pass through the central area, on a lane I would swear I had never walked before, I came across the cinema, still recognizable as the home of Suburban Wife Swap despite a heavy patina of arty refurbishment, and everything suddenly became clear. Now that I had a fixed point of reference, I knew precisely where I was. I strode purposefully five hundred yards north and then west—now I could almost have done it blindfolded—and found myself square in front of Mrs. Gubbins’s establishment. It was still a hotel and looked substantially unchanged, as far as I could remember, except for the addition of some paved parking space in the front garden and a plastic sign announcing color TVs and en suite bathrooms. I thought about knocking at the door, but there didn’t seem much point. The dragonlike Mrs. Gubbins must be long since gone—retired or dead or perhaps resident in one of the many nursing homes that crowd the south coast. She couldn’t possibly have coped with the modern age of British guesthouses, with their en suite bathrooms and coffee-making facilities and people having pizzas delivered to their rooms.


  If she is in a nursing home, which would certainly be my first choice, I do hope the staff has the compassion and good sense to scold her frequently for dribbling on the toilet seat, leaving her breakfast unfinished, and being generally helpless and tiresome. It would do so much to make her feel at home.


  Cheered by this thought, and content to put Dover behind me, I strolled up the Folkestone road to the rail station and bought a ticket on the next train to London.


  Chapter 3


  Goodness me, but isn’t London big? It seems to start about twenty minutes after you leave Dover and just goes on and on, mile after mile of endless gray suburbs with their wandering rows of squat brick houses that always look more or less identical from a train, as if they’ve been squeezed out of a very large version of one of those machines they use to make sausages. How, I always wonder, do all the millions of occupants find their way back to the right front doors each night in such a complex and anonymous sprawl?


  I’m sure I couldn’t. London remains a vast and exhilarating mystery to me. I lived and worked in or around it for eight years, watched the local news on television, read the evening papers, ranged extensively through its streets to attend weddings and retirement parties or go on harebrained quests for bargains in far-flung salvage yards, and still I find that there are great fragments of it that I have not just never visited but never heard of. It constantly amazes me to read the Evening Standard or chat with an acquaintance and encounter some reference to a district that has escaped my notice for twenty-one years. “We’ve just bought a little place in Fag End, near Tungsten Heath,” somebody will say and I’ll think, I’ve never even heard of that. How can this possibly be?


  I had stuck into my battered knapsack a copy of London A–Z, a popular atlas of the city streets, and came across it now while searching unsuccessfully for half a Mars bar I was sure was in there. Plucking it out, I idly leafed through its busy pages, as ever amazed and quietly excited to find it peppered with districts, villages, sometimes small swallowed cities whose names, I would swear, had not been there the last time I looked—Dudden Hill, Plashet, Snaresbrook, Fulwell Cross, Elthorne Heights, Higham Hill, Lessness Heath, Beacontree Heath, Bell Green, Vale of Health. Vale of Health? How could I have missed that? And the thing is, I know that the next time I look there will be other, different names—Hamshanks, East Stuttering, Radon Heath, Bollocks.


  The A–Z really is quite the most absorbing tome. It scrupulously fixes and identifies every cricket ground and sewage works, every forgotten cemetery and wandering suburban close, and packs the densest names onto the tiniest, most obscure spaces. I flipped to the index and, for want of anything better to do, lost myself there. I calculated that there are 45,687 street names in London (give or take), including no fewer than 21 Gloucester Roads (as well as a generous slew of Gloucester Crescents, Squares, Avenues, and Closes), 111 Station Roads or similar, 35 Cavendishes, 66 Orchards, 74 Victorias, 159 Churches, 25 Avenue Roads, 35 The Avenues, and other multiples without number. There are, however, surprisingly few really interesting sounding places—Cold Blow Lane, Glimpsing Green, Hamshades Close, Cactus Walk, Nutter Lane, and The Butts more or less exhausted the list of names that could be called arresting. I read once that in Elizabethan times there was a Gropecunt Lane somewhere in the city, but evidently no longer. I spent half an hour amusing myself in this way, pleased to be entering a metropolis of such dazzling and unknowable complexity, and had the bonus pleasure, when I returned the book to the bag, of finding the half-eaten Mars bar, its leading edge covered in a small festival of lint, which didn’t do a great deal for the flavor but did add some useful bulk.


  Victoria Station was swarming with the usual complement of lost-looking tourists, lurking touts, and passed-out drunks. On my way out, three separate people inquired whether I had any spare change—“No, but thank you for asking!”—which wouldn’t have happened twenty years ago. Then, not only were panhandlers something of a novelty in London, but they always had a good story about having lost a wallet and now desperately needing £2 to get to Maidstone to donate bone marrow to a kid sister or something. Now they just flatly ask for money, which is quicker but less interesting.


  I took a cab to Hazlitt’s Hotel on Frith Street. I like Hazlitt’s because it’s intentionally obscure—it doesn’t have a sign or a plaque or anything at all to betray its purpose—which puts you in a rare position of strength with your cab driver. Let me say right now that London cab drivers are without question the finest in the world. They are trustworthy, safe and honest, generally friendly and always polite. They keep their vehicles spotless inside and out, and they will put themselves to the most extraordinary inconvenience to drop you at the front entrance of your destination. There are really only a couple of odd things about them. One is that they cannot drive more than two hundred feet in a straight line. I’ve never understood this, but no matter where you are or what the driving conditions, every two hundred feet a little bell goes off in their heads and they abruptly lunge down a side street. And when you get to your hotel or railway station or wherever it is you are going, they like to drive you all the way around it so that you can see it from all angles before alighting.


  The other distinctive thing about them, and the reason I like to go to Hazlitt’s, is that they cannot bear to admit that they don’t know the location of something they feel they ought to know, like a hotel, which I think is rather sweet. To become a London cab driver you have to master something called The Knowledge—in effect, learn every street, hospital, hotel, police station, cricket ground, cemetery, and other notable landmark in this amazingly vast and confusing city. It takes years and the cabbies are justifiably proud of their achievement. It would kill them to admit that there could exist in central London a hotel that they have never heard of. So what the cabbie does is probe. He drives in no particular direction for a block or two, then glances at you in the mirror and in an overcasual voice says, “Hazlitt’s—that’s the one on Curzon Street, innit, guv? Opposite the Blue Lion?” But the instant he sees a knowing smile of demurral forming on your lips, he hastily says, “No, hang on a minute, I’m thinking of the Hazelbury. Yeah, the Hazelbury. You want Hazlitt’s, right?” He’ll drive on a bit in a fairly random direction. “That’s this side of Shepherd’s Bush, innit?” he’ll suggest speculatively.


  When you tell him that it’s on Frith Street, he says, “Yeah, that’s the one. Course it is. I know it—modern place, lots of glass.”


  “Actually, it’s an eighteenth-century brick building.”


  “Course it is. I know it.” And he immediately executes a dramatic U-turn, causing a passing cyclist to steer into a lamppost (but that’s all right because he has on cycle clips and one of those geeky slipstream helmets that all but invite you to knock him over). “Yeah, you had me thinking of the Hazelbury,” the driver adds, chuckling as if to say it’s a lucky thing he sorted that one out for you, and then lunges down a little side street off the Strand called Running Sore Lane or Sphincter Passage, which, like so much else in London, you had never noticed was there before.


  Hazlitt’s is a nice hotel, but the thing I like about it is that it doesn’t act like a hotel. It’s been there for years, and the employees are friendly—always a novelty in a big-city hotel—but they do manage to give the slight impression that they haven’t been doing this for very long. Tell them that you have a reservation and want to check in and they get a kind of panicked look and begin a perplexed search through drawers for registration cards and room keys. It’s really quite charming. And the delightful girls who clean the rooms—which, let me say, are always spotless and exceedingly comfortable—seldom seem to have what might be called a total command of English, so that when you ask them for a bar of soap or something, you see that they are watching your mouth closely and then, pretty generally, they return after a bit with a hopeful look bearing a potted plant or a commode or something that is manifestly not soap. It’s a wonderful place. I wouldn’t go anywhere else.


  It’s called Hazlitt’s because it was the home of the famous essayist, and all the bedrooms are named after his chums or women he shagged there or something. I confess that my mental note card for the old boy is a trifle sketchy. It reads:


  Hazlitt (sp?), William (?), English (poss. Scottish?) essayist. Lived: Before 1900. Most famous work: Don’t know. Quips, epigrams, bons mots: Don’t know. Other useful information: His house is now a hotel.


  As always, I made a mental note to read up on Hazlitt sometime to correct this gap in my knowledge and, as always, immediately forgot it. Instead, I dropped my rucksack on the bed, extracted a small notebook and a pen, and hit the streets in a spirit of inquiry and boyish keenness.


  I do find London exciting. Much as I hate to agree with that tedious old git Samuel Johnson, and despite the pompous imbecility of his famous remark that when a man is tired of London he is tired of life (an observation exceeded in fatuousness only by “Let a smile be your umbrella”), I can’t dispute it. After seven years of living in the country in the sort of place where a dead cow draws a crowd, London can seem a bit dazzling.


  I can never understand why Londoners fail to see that they live in the most wonderful city in the world. It is, if you ask me, far more beautiful and interesting than Paris and more lively than anywhere but New York—and even New York can’t touch it in lots of important ways. It has more history, finer parks, a livelier and more varied press, better theaters, more numerous orchestras and museums, leafier squares, safer streets, and more courteous inhabitants than any other large city in the world.


  And it has more congenial small things—incidental civilities, you might call them—than any other city I know: cheery red mailboxes, drivers who actually stop for you at pedestrian crossings, lovely forgotten churches with wonderful names like St. Andrew by the Wardrobe and St. Giles Cripplegate, sudden pockets of quiet like Lincoln’s Inn and Red Lion Square, interesting statues of obscure Victorians in togas, pubs, black cabs, double-decker buses, helpful policemen, polite notices, people who will stop to help you when you fall down or drop your shopping, benches everywhere. What other great city would trouble to put blue plaques on houses to let you know what famous person once lived there, or warn you to look left or right before stepping off the curb? I’ll tell you. None.


  Take away Heathrow Airport, the weather, and any building that the architect Richard Seifert ever laid a bony finger to, and it would be nearly perfect. Oh, and while we’re at it, we might also stop British Museum employees from cluttering the forecourt with their cars and instead make it into a kind of garden, and also get rid of those horrible portable crush barriers outside Buckingham Palace because they look so straggly and cheap—not at all in keeping with the dignity of her poor besieged Majesty within. And, of course, put the Natural History Museum back to the way it was before they started dicking around with it (in particular, they must restore the display case showing insects infesting household products from the 1950s); and remove the entrance charges from all museums at once; and bring back Lyons Corner Houses but this time with food you’d like to eat; and finally, but most crucially, make the board of directors of British Telecom go out and personally track down every last red phone box that they sold off to be used as shower stalls and garden sheds in far-flung corners of the globe, make them put them all back, and then sack them—no, kill them. Then truly will London be glorious again.


  This was the first time in years I’d been in London without having anything in particular to do and I felt a small thrill at finding myself abroad and unrequired in such a great, teeming urban organism. I wandered through Soho and Leicester Square, spent a little time in the bookshops on Charing Cross Road rearranging books to my advantage, sauntered aimlessly through Bloomsbury and the precincts of the University of London, and finally over to Gray’s Inn Road to the old Times building, now the offices of a company I had never heard of, and felt a pang of nostalgia such as can be known only by those who remember the days of hot metal typesetting and noisy composing rooms and the quiet joy of being paid a handsome wage for a twenty-five-hour working week.


  When I started at The Times in 1981, overmanning and slack output were prodigious to say the least. On the Company News desk where I worked as a subeditor, or copy editor, the five-man team would wander in about 2:30 and spend most of the afternoon reading the evening papers and drinking tea while waiting for the reporters to surmount the daily challenge of finding their way back to their desks after a three-hour lunch involving several bottles of jolly decent Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Once ensconced at their desks, the reporters would compose their expenses, complete hunched and whispered phone calls to their brokers with regard to a little tip they’d picked up over the crème brûlée, and finally produce a page or so of copy before retiring parched to the Blue Lion pub across the road. At about half past five, we subeditors would make some little marks on a few pieces of paper for an hour or so, then slip our arms into our coats and go home. It seemed very agreeably unlike work. At the end of the first month, one of my colleagues showed me how to record imaginary expenditures on an expense account sheet and take it up to the third floor, where it could be exchanged at a little window for about £100 in cash—more money, literally, than I had ever held before. We got six weeks’ holiday, three weeks’ paternity leave upon the valid production of a child, and a month’s sabbatical every four years. What a wonderful world Fleet Street then was, and how thrilled I was to be part of it.


  Alas, nothing that good can ever last. A few months later, Rupert Murdoch took over The Times and within days the building was full of mysterious tanned Australians in white short-sleeved shirts, who lurked in the background with clipboards and looked like they were measuring people for coffins. There is a story, which I suspect may actually be true, that one of these functionaries wandered into a room on the fourth floor full of people who hadn’t done anything in years and, when they proved unable to account for themselves in a convincing manner, sacked them all at a stroke, except for one fortunate fellow who had popped out to the betting shop. When he returned, it was to an empty room, and he spent the next two years sitting alone, wondering vaguely what had become of his colleagues.


  In our department the drive for efficiency was less traumatic. The desk I worked on was subsumed into a larger Business News desk, which meant I had to work nights and something more closely approximating eight-hour days, and we also had our expenses cruelly lopped. But the worst of it was that I was brought into regular contact with Vince of the wire room.


  Vince was notorious. He would easily have been the world’s most terrifying human had he but been human. I don’t know quite what he was, other than it was five feet six inches of wiry malevolence in a grubby T-shirt. Reliable rumor had it that he had not been born, but burst fully formed from his mother’s belly and then skittered off to the sewers. Among Vince’s few simple and generally neglected tasks was the nightly delivery to us of the Wall Street report. Each night I would have to go and try to coax it from him. He was generally to be found in the humming, unattended mayhem of the wire room lounging in a leather chair liberated from an executive office upstairs, with his blood-tipped Doc Martens plonked on the desk before him beside, and sometimes actually in, a large open box of pizza.


  Every night I would knock hesitantly at the open door, and politely ask if he had seen the Wall Street report, pointing out that it was now a quarter past eleven and we should have had it at half past ten. Perhaps he could look for it among the reams of unwatched paper tumbling out of his many machines?


  “I don’t know wevver you noticed,” Vince would say, “but I’m eating pizza.”


  Everybody had a different approach with Vince. Some tried to get threatening. Some tried bribery. Some tried warm friendship. I begged.


  “Please, Vince, can’t you just get it for me, please? It won’t take a sec and it would make my life so much easier.”


  “Fuck off.”


  “Please, Vince. I have a wife and family, and they’re threatening to sack me because the Wall Street report is always late.”


  “Fuck off.”


  “Well, then, how about if you just tell me where it is and I get it myself?”


  “You can’t touch nuffink in here, you know that.” The wire room was the domain of a union mysteriously named NATSOPA. One of the ways NATSOPA maintained its viselike grip on the lower echelons of the newspaper industry was by keeping technological secrets to itself, like how to tear paper off a machine. Vince, as I recall, had gone on a six-week course to Eastbourne. It left him exhausted. Journalists weren’t even allowed over the threshold.


  Eventually, when my entreaties had declined into a kind of helpless bleating, Vince would sigh heavily, jam a wedge of pizza into his face, and come over to the door. He would stick his face right into mine for a full half minute. This was always the most unnerving part. His breath smelled primeval. His eyes were shiny and ratlike. “You’re fucking annoying me,” he would say in a low growl, flecking my face with bits of wet pizza, and then he would either get the Wall Street report or he would retire to his desk in a dark mood. There was never any telling which.


  Once, on a particularly difficult night, I reported Vince’s insubordination to David Hopkinson, the night editor, who was himself a formidable figure when he chose to be. Harrumphing, he went off to sort things out and actually entered the wire room—a staggeringly audacious flouting of the rules of demarcation. When he emerged a few minutes later, looking flushed and wiping bits of pizza from his chin, he seemed a different man altogether. In a quiet voice he informed me that Vince would bring along the Wall Street report shortly but that perhaps it was best not to disturb him further just at present. Eventually I discovered that the simplest thing to do was get the closing prices out of the first edition of the Financial Times.


  To say that Fleet Street in the 1980s was out of control barely hints at the scale of matters. The National Graphical Association, the printers’ union, decided how many people were needed on each paper (hundreds and hundreds) and how many were to be laid off during a recession (none), and billed the management accordingly. Managements didn’t have the power to hire and fire their own print workers, indeed generally didn’t even know how many print workers they employed. I have before me a headline from December 1985 saying, AUDITORS FIND 300 EXTRA PRINTING STAFF AT TELEGRAPH. That is to say, The Daily Telegraph was paying salaries to three hundred people who didn’t actually work there. Printers were paid under an ancient piece-rate system so Byzantine that every composing room on Fleet Street had a piece-rate book the size of a telephone directory. On top of plump salaries, printers received special bonus payments—sometimes calculated to the eighth decimal place of a penny—for handling type of irregular sizes, for dealing with heavily edited copy, for setting words in a language other than English, for the white space at the ends of lines. If work was done out of house—for instance, advertising copy that was set outside the building—they were compensated for not doing it. At the end of each week, a senior NGA man would tot up all these extras, add a little something for a handy category called “extra trouble occasioned,” and pass the bill to the management. In consequence, many senior printers, with skills no more advanced than you would expect to find in any back-street print shop, enjoyed incomes in the top 2 percent of British earnings. It was crazy and clearly unsustainable.


  The end came with unexpected suddenness. In secret, Rupert Murdoch and his minions prepared new editorial and production facilities on reclaimed wasteland at Wapping, in London’s East End. On January 24, 1986, the management of The Times abruptly sacked 5,250 members of the most truculent unions. On the evening of that day, the editorial staff was called into an upstairs conference room where Charlie Wilson, the editor, climbed onto a desk and announced the changes. Wilson was a terrifying Scotsman and a Murdoch man through and through. He said to us, “We’re sending ye tae Wapping, ye soft English nancies, and if ye wairk very, very hard and if ye doonae git on ma tits, then mebbe I’ll not cut off yer knackers and put them in ma Christmas pudding. D’ye have any problems with tha’?” Or words to that effect.


  As four hundred skittish journalists tumbled from the room, jabbering excitedly and trying to come to terms with the realization that they were about to be immersed in the biggest drama of their working lives, I stood alone and basking in the glow of a single joyous thought: I would never have to work with Vince again.


  Chapter 4


  I hadn’t been back to Wapping since I’d left there in the summer of 1986 and was eager to see it again. I had arranged to meet an old friend and colleague, so I went now to Chancery Lane and caught an Underground train. I do like the Underground. There’s something surreal about plunging into the bowels of the earth to catch a train. It’s a little world of its own down there, with its own strange winds and weather systems, its own eerie noises and oily smells. Even when you’ve descended so far into the earth that you’ve lost your bearings utterly and wouldn’t be in the least surprised to pass a troop of blackened miners coming off shift, there’s always the rumble and tremble of a train passing somewhere on an unknown line even farther below. And it all happens in such orderly quiet: all these thousands of people passing on stairs and escalators, stepping on and off crowded trains, sliding off into the darkness with wobbling heads, and never speaking, like characters from Night of the Living Dead.


  As I stood on the platform beneath another, fairly recent London civility—namely an electronic board announcing that the next train to Hainault would be arriving in four minutes—I turned my attention to the greatest of all civilities: the London Underground Map. What a piece of perfection it is, created in 1931 by a forgotten hero named Harry Beck, an out-of-work draftsman who realized that when you are underground it doesn’t actually matter where you are. Beck saw—and what an intuitive stroke this was—that as long as the stations were presented in their right sequence with their interchanges clearly delineated, he could freely distort scale, indeed abandon it altogether. He gave his map the orderly precision of an electrical wiring system, and in so doing created an entirely new, imaginary London that has very little to do with the disorderly geography of the city above.


  Here’s an amusing trick you can play on people from Newfoundland or Lincolnshire. Take them to Bank Station and tell them to make their way to Mansion House. Using Beck’s map—which even people from Newfoundland can understand in a moment—they will gamely take a Central Line train to Liverpool Street, change to a Circle Line train heading east, and travel five more stops. When eventually they get to Mansion House, they will emerge to find they have arrived at a point two hundred feet farther down the same street, and that you have had a nice breakfast and done a little shopping since you last saw them. Now take them to Great Portland Street and tell them to meet you at Regent’s Park (that’s right, same thing again!), and then to Temple Station with instructions to rendezvous at Aldwych. What fun you can have! And when you get tired of them, tell them to meet you at Brompton Road Station. It closed in 1947, so you’ll never have to see them again.


  The best part of Underground travel is that you never actually see the places above you. You have to imagine them. In other cities, station names are drearily mundane: Lexington Avenue, Potsdamer Platz, Third Street South. In London, by contrast, the names nearly always sound sylvan and beckoning: Stamford Brook, Turnham Green, Bromley-by-Bow, Maida Vale, Drayton Park. That isn’t a city up there, it’s a Jane Austen novel. It’s easy to imagine that you are shuttling about under a semimythic city from some golden pre-industrial age. Swiss Cottage ceases to be a busy road junction and becomes instead a gingerbread dwelling in the midst of the great oak forest known as St. John’s Wood. Chalk Farm is an open space of fields where cheerful peasants in brown smocks cut and gather crops of chalk. Blackfriars is full of cowled and chanting monks, Oxford Circus has its bigtop, Barking is a dangerous place overrun with packs of wild dogs, Theydon Bois is a community of industrious Huguenot weavers, White City is a walled and turreted elysium built of the most dazzling ivory, and Holland Park is full of windmills.


  The problem with losing yourself in these little reveries is that when you surface things are apt to be disappointing. I came up now at Tower Hill, and there wasn’t a tower and there wasn’t a hill. There isn’t even any longer a Royal Mint (which I always preferred to imagine as a very large chocolate wrapped in green foil) on nearby Royal Mint Street, as it has been moved somewhere else and replaced with a building with lots of smoked glass. Much of what once stood in this noisy corner of London has been swept away and replaced with big buildings with lots of smoked glass. It was only eight years since I had last been here, but were it not for the fixed reference points of London Bridge and the Tower, I’d scarcely have recognized the neighborhood.


  I walked along the painfully noisy street called the Highway, quietly agog at all the new development. It was like being in the midst of an ugly-building competition. For the better part of a decade architects had been arriving in the area and saying, “You think that’s bad? Wait’ll you see what I can do!” And there, towering proudly above all the clunky new offices, was the ugliest piece of bulk in London, the News International complex, looking like the central air-conditioning unit for the planet.


  When I last saw it, in 1986, it stood forlornly amid acres of empty warehouses and puddly wasteground. The Highway, as I recalled it, was a comparatively sedate throughway. Now heavy lorries pounded along it, making the pavement shake and giving the air an unhealthy bluish tinge. The News International compound, housing the Times, Sunday Times, Sun, News of the World, and Today newspapers, was still surrounded with sinister fencing and electronic gates, but there was a new maximum-security reception center that looked like something you’d expect to find at a plutonium depot. Goodness knows what terrorist contingency they have allowed for, but it must be something ambitious. I’d never seen a more unbreachable-looking complex.


  I presented myself at the security window and waited outside while my colleague was summoned. The most eerie thing about the scene now was how serene it was. The memory engraved in my skull was of throngs of demonstrators, police on horses, and angry pickets, for this was, during the long winter of 1986, the site of the biggest and most violent industrial dispute ever seen in London. On some nights crowds of several thousand would battle with police for hours.


  It occurred to me that though I had worked at this vast and unsightly compound for seven months, I had never explored Wapping itself and was, of a sudden, keen to have a look at it. As it happened, my former colleague was not in, so I set off instead to investigate the neighborhood.


  During the dispute it was not just inadvisable for a Murdoch employee to stroll through Wapping, it was positively dangerous. The pubs and cafés of the district teemed with disgruntled printers and visiting delegations of sympathizers—Scottish miners were particularly feared for some reason—who would happily have torn a wimpy journalist’s limbs from his sockets to use as torches for that night’s procession. One journalist who encountered some former printers in a pub some way from Wapping had a glass smashed in his face and, as I recall, nearly died, or at the very least failed to enjoy the rest of his evening.


  So unsafe was it, particularly on nights of big demonstrations, that the police often wouldn’t let anyone out of the compound until the small hours. Because we never knew when we would be set free, we had to form our cars into a line and then sit for hour upon hour in the freezing cold. Generally sometime after 1 A.M., when a significant portion of the braying throngs had been beaten back or dragged off to jail or had just gotten cold and hungry and gone home, the gates would be thrown open and a great fleet of News International trucks would roar down a ramp and out onto the Highway, where they would be met by a barrage of bricks and crush barriers from whatever was left of the mob. The rest of us, meanwhile, were instructed to make haste in convoy through the back lanes of Wapping and to disperse when we were a safe distance from the plant.


  This worked well enough for several nights, but one evening we were sent on our way just as the pubs were shutting. As we were proceeding down some darkened, narrow street, suddenly people were stepping out of the shadows and into the road, kicking doors and heaving whatever came to hand. Ahead of me there were startling explosions of glass and intemperate shouting. To my deep and lasting astonishment someone about six cars ahead of me—a fussy little man from the foreign desk, whom even now I would happily drag over rough ground behind a Land Rover—got out to look at the damage to his car, as if he thought he might have run over a nail, bringing those of us behind to a halt. I remember watching in sputtering dismay as he tried to press back into position a flapping piece of trim, then turning my head to find at my window an enraged face—a white guy with dancing dreadlocks and an army surplus jacket—and everything took on a strange dreamlike quality. How odd, I thought, that a total stranger was about to pull me from my car and beat me mushy for the benefit of printworkers whom he had never met, who would mostly despise him as an unkempt hippie, and who would certainly never let him into their own union.


  And all the while this was going on, some halfwit from the foreign desk fifty yards ahead was walking slowly around his Peugeot, assessing it deliberatively like someone about to buy a secondhand car, and occasionally pausing to look with puzzlement at the bricks and blows raining down on the cars behind him, as if it were some kind of freak weather occurrence. Eventually, he got back in his car, checked the rearview mirror, made sure his newspaper was still on the seat beside him, put on his turn signal, checked the mirror again, and pulled off—and my life was saved.


  Six days later I took a job with The Independent.


  It was thus very refreshing to walk without fear for my life through the dozing streets of Wapping. I have never bought into that quaint conceit about London’s being essentially a collection of villages, but to my delight and surprise Wapping did in fact rather feel like one. Its shops were small and varied and the streets had cozy names: Cinnamon Street, Waterman Way, Vinegar Street, Milk Yard. The council estates were snug and cheery looking, and the looming warehouses had almost all been smartly renovated as flats. I instinctively quivered at the sight of yet more glossy red trim and the thought of these once-proud workplaces filled with braying twits named Selena and Jasper, but it must be said that they have clearly brought some prosperity to the neighborhood and doubtless saved the old warehouses from far sadder fates.


  Near Wapping Old Stairs, I had a look at the river and tried to imagine, without the tiniest measure of success, what these old neighborhoods must have looked like in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when they teemed with workers and the wharves were piled high with barrels of the spices and condiments that gave the surrounding streets their names. As recently as 1960, over a hundred thousand people worked on the docks or drew their livings from it, and Docklands was still one of the busiest ports in the world. By 1981, every London dock was closed. The view of the river from Wapping now was as tranquil and undisturbed as a Constable landscape. I watched the river for perhaps thirty minutes and saw just one boat go by. Then I turned and began the long trek back to Hazlitt’s.


  Chapter 5


  

  I spent a couple of more days in London doing nothing much. I did a little research in a newspaper library, spent most of one afternoon trying to find my way through the complex network of pedestrian underpasses at Marble Arch, did a little shopping, saw some friends.


  Everyone I saw said, “Gosh, you’re brave!” when I revealed that I was planning to travel around Britain by public transport, but it never occurred to me to go any other way. The British are so lucky to have a relatively good public transport system (relative, that is, to what it will be when the Tories finish with it) and I think we should all try harder to enjoy it while it’s still there. Besides, driving in Britain is such a dreary experience. There are far too many cars on the road, nearly double what there were when I first came to the country, and in those days people didn’t actually drive their cars. They just parked them in the driveway and buffed them up once every week or so. About twice a year they would “get the car out”—those were the words they used, like that in itself was a big operation—and pootle off to visit relatives in East Grinstead or have a trip to someplace like Brighton or Eastbourne, and that was about it, apart from the buffing.


  Now everyone drives everywhere for everything, which I don’t understand because there isn’t a single feature of driving in Britain that has even the tiniest measure of enjoyment in it. Just consider the average multistory car park, as they are known. You drive around for ages, and then spend a small eternity shunting into a space that is exactly two inches wider than the average car. Then, because you are parked next to a pillar, you have to climb over the seats and squeeze butt first out the passenger door, in the process transferring all the dirt from the side of your car to the back of your smart new jacket from Marks & Spencer. Then you go hunting for some distant pay-and-display machine, which doesn’t make change or accept any coin introduced since 1976, and wait for an old guy who likes to read all the instructions on the machine before committing himself and then tries to insert his money through the ticket slot and maintenance keyhole.


  Eventually you acquire a ticket to stick on the inside of your windshield and trek back to your car, where your wife greets you with a “Where have you been?” Ignoring her, you squeeze past the pillar, collecting a matching set of dust for the front of your jacket, discover that you can’t reach the windshield as the door opens only three inches, so you just sort of throw the ticket at the dashboard (it flutters to the floor, but your wife doesn’t notice so you say “Fuck it” and lock the door), and squeeze back out where your wife sees what a scruff you’ve turned into after she spent all that time dressing you, and beats the dust from you with paddled hands while saying, “Honestly, I can’t take you anywhere.”


  And that’s just the beginning. Arguing quietly, you have to find your way out of this dank hellhole via an unmarked door leading to a curious chamber that seems to be a composite of dungeon and urinal, or else wait two hours for the world’s most abused and unreliable-looking elevator, which will take only two people and already has two people in it—an expressionless man whose wife is beating dust from his new Marks & Spencer jacket and berating him in clucking tones.


  The remarkable thing is that everything about this process is intentionally—mark this, intentionally—designed to flood your life with unhappiness. From the tiny parking bays that can be got into only by maneuvering your car through a forty-six-point turn (why can’t the spaces be angled, for crying out loud?), to the careful placing of pillars where they will cause maximum obstruction, to the ramps that are so dark and narrow and badly angled that you always bump the curb, to the remote, willfully unhelpful ticket machines (you can’t tell me that a machine that can recognize and reject any foreign coin ever produced couldn’t make change if it wanted to)—all of this is designed to make this the most dispiriting experience of your adult life. Did you know—this is a little-known fact but absolute truth—that when they dedicate a new multistory car park, the Lord Mayor and his wife have a ceremonial pee in the stairwell? It’s true.


  And that’s just one tiny part of the driving experience. There are all the other manifold annoyances of motoring, like National Express bus drivers who swerve in front of you on motorways; eight-mile-long rows of traffic cones set out so that some guys on a crane can change a lightbulb; traffic lights on busy roundabouts that never let you advance more than twenty feet at a time; motorway service areas where you have to pay £4.20 for a minipot of coffee and a baked potato with a sneeze of cheddar in it, and there’s no point in going to the shop because the men’s magazines are all sealed in plastic and you don’t need any Waylon Jennings Highway Hits tapes; morons with trailers who pull out of side roads just as you approach; some guy in a Morris Minor going eleven miles per hour through the Lake District and collecting a three-mile following because, apparently, he’s always wanted to lead a parade; and other challenges to your patience and sanity nearly beyond endurance. Motor vehicles are ugly and dirty and they bring out the worst in people. They clutter every curbside; turn ancient market squares into disorderly jumbles of metal; spawn petrol stations, secondhand car lots, Kwik-Fit exhaust and muffler centers, and other dispiriting blights. They are horrible and awful and I wanted nothing to do with them on this trip. And besides, my wife wouldn’t let me have the car.


  Thus it was that I found myself late on a gray Saturday afternoon, on an exceptionally long and empty train bound for Windsor. I sat high on the seat in an empty carriage, and in fading daylight watched as the train slid past office blocks and out into the forests of council flats and snaking terraced houses of Vauxhall and Clapham. At Twickenham, I discovered why the train was so long and so empty. The platform was jammed solid with men and boys in warm clothes and scarves carrying glossy programs and little bags with tea flasks peeping out: obviously a rugby crowd from the Twickenham grounds. They boarded with patience and without pushing, and said “Sorry” when they bumped or inadvertently impinged on someone else’s space. I admired this instinctive consideration for others, and was struck by what a regular thing that is in Britain and how little it is noticed. Nearly everyone rode all the way to Windsor—I presume there must be some sort of parking arrangement there; Windsor can’t provide that many rugby fans—and formed a patient crush at the ticket barrier. An Asian man collected tickets in fast motion and said “Thank you” to every person who passed. He didn’t have time to examine the tickets—you could have handed him a cornflakes boxtop—but he did manage to find a vigorous salute for all, and they in turn thanked him for relieving them of their tickets and letting them pass. It was a little miracle of orderliness and goodwill. Anywhere else there’d have been someone on a box barking at people to form a line and not push.


  The streets of Windsor were shiny with rain and unseasonally dark and wintry, but they were still filled with throngs of tourists. I got a room in the Castle Hotel on the High Street, one of those peculiarly higgledy-piggledy hotels in which you have to embark on an epic trek through a succession of wandering corridors and fire doors to reach your room. I had to go up one flight of stairs and, some distance farther on, down another in order to reach the distant wing in which my room was the very last. But it was a nice room and, I presumed, handy for Reading if I decided to exit through the window.


  I dumped my pack and hastened back the way I’d come, keen to see a little of Windsor before the shops shut. I knew Windsor well because we used to shop there when we lived down the road in Virginia Water, and I strode with a proprietorial air, noting which shops had altered or changed hands over the years, which is to say most of them. Beside the handsome town hall stood Market Cross House, a building so perilously leaning that you can’t help wonder if it was built that way intentionally with a distant view to pleasing Japanese visitors with cameras. It was now a sandwich bar, but, like most of the other shops on the pretty jumble of cobbled streets around it, it has been about a million things, usually tourist connected. The last time I was here, most of them were selling egg cups with legs; now they seemed to specialize in twee little pottery cottages and castles. Only Woods of Windsor, a company that manages to get more commercial mileage out of lavender than I would ever have thought possible, is still there selling soaps and toilet water. On Peascod Street, Marks & Spencer had expanded, Hammick’s bookshop and Laura Ashley had changed locations, and the Golden Egg and Wimpy’s restaurants were, not surprisingly, long gone (though I confess a certain fondness for the old-style Wimpy’s with their odd sense of what constituted American food, as if they had compiled their recipes from a garbled telex). But I was pleased to note that Daniel’s, the most interesting department store in Britain, was still there.


  Daniel’s is the most extraordinary place. It has all the features you expect of a provincial English department store—low ceilings, tiny obscure departments, frayed carpets held down with strips of electrician’s tape, a sense that this space was once occupied by about eleven different shops
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