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Overture and Beginners

A few days after Labour’s landslide victory in the 1997 general election, two junior members of the new government marched into the piazza at Covent Garden. Civil servants then set up a sink in the square behind the Royal Opera House, complete with soap, water and paper towels.

Tessa Jowell and Jeff Rooker, ministers for public health and food safety respectively, rolled up their sleeves and began washing their hands. To the uninitiated they looked like the street performers who gather in Covent Garden daily to entertain the tourists. Alongside the mime artistes and fire-eaters, they could have been mistaken for a couple of alternative comedians indulging in a little open-air theatre, perhaps to advertise a forthcoming show in one of the many clubs which had sprung up all over London’s West End.

Only the presence of film crews suggested there might be something more to it. Soon they were surrounded by camera-clicking Japanese, backpacking Germans and roly-poly, leisure-suited Americans.

‘Hey look, Hank, honey, didn’t that guy used to be in Monty Python? You know, don’t mention the war. This is a late parrot. You must know who I mean. Perhaps you’re right. He was taller, come to think of it. But I’m sure the woman was in Benny Hill.’

Tess and Jeff, though, were deadly serious. They were there to demonstrate the approved method for washing your hands. Their mission, they announced, was to improve standards of personal hygiene.

Thirteen years on, after tens of thousands of NHS patients have died from an epidemic of superbugs such as MRSA, caused primarily by a failure to ensure basic hygiene standards in hospitals, this fatuous stunt looks like a sick joke.

Back then, it was a statement of intent, a clear indication of what was to come. This was the first public cameo of Labour’s bully state, which was to infantilise and criminalise us all. No area of our lives, however personal or trivial, was to be off-limits or free from hectoring interference.

Here’s what I wrote at the time:

If they get away with this, pretty soon they’ll be issuing guidelines on how often to cut your toenails and change your socks.

Teams of social workers will be empowered to break into homes and confiscate any children who have been allowed to go to bed without cleaning their teeth or have eaten too many chips for supper. For their own safety, you understand.

Scratching your head in a hamburger bar will become a criminal offence, punishable by a fine of £50,000 and up to seven years in prison. We will be prevented by law from preparing any food unless togged out from head to toe in surgeon’s uniform, complete with face mask and rubber cap.

Knives and forks must be sterilised and thrown away after each meal. There will be twenty-four-hour surveillance, via closed circuit television links connected to Food Safety Headquarters by the internet.

You’ll be sitting down one night watching Coronation Street when a message will flash up on your screen: STOP PICKING YOUR NOSE. YES, WE MEAN YOU. And all this, the government will insist, is for our own good.

As I hope this book will illustrate, all that has come to pass and more. On the day of the 1997 election, I warned in my column in the Daily Mail:

Tony Blair might not frighten you, but if you vote Labour today you will be putting into office a bunch of people with a gut hatred of individual freedom. They want us all to be clients of the state. Around their Islington dinner tables they pour scorn on suburban, family values.

Under Blair, the Labour Party has changed. But these have been changes wrought not of conviction, but of cynical expedience. How do I know this? It’s because I’ve spent my life around the Labour movement. I have plenty of friends in the Labour Party and they still believe in the same things they believed in two decades ago.

*

I knew what I was talking about. In fact, back in the early 1980s I could have become a Labour MP. During my time as an industrial correspondent on the Birmingham Evening Mail and London’s Evening Standard, I became close to the late Terry Duffy, who was leader of Britain’s second biggest union, the 1.5 million-strong AUEW.

I’d known Terry since I started in Brum in 1977 and used to drink with him in a working man’s club in Wolverhampton. He was an old-fashioned, right-wing Labour patriot. The support of the Evening Mail helped him win first a seat on the union’s national executive and, eventually, replace left-wing Hughie Scanlon as the engineers’ president.

After he got the top job, he asked me if I’d ever considered a career in politics. To be honest, I hadn’t. Then he said if I fancied becoming a Labour MP he’d use his clout to secure me a safe seat.

This was the time when Militant was infiltrating the party and the AUEW was in the vanguard of the fight to stop Labour falling into the hands of quasi-communists.

I’d been instrumental in turning over some of the left-wing plotters. Terry thought I was a perfect candidate to take the fight to the left in the party itself. My politics, such as they were in those days, were on the right of the Labour movement.

In the end, I decided to stick with the day job, where I reckoned I could cause more mischief. Which was the right decision. My job is to sit at the back and throw bottles.

But if I’d taken Terry up on his offer, I’d have entered Parliament in 1983, part of the same intake as Tony Blair and Gordon Brown.

I wonder how that would have worked out.


The Ministry of Silly Stunts

It wasn’t all bad news, though. After a few months of New Labour, I began to suspect that someone in government actually liked me. Somewhere in the bowels of Whitehall there had to be a secret department, a Fifth Column, whose sole purpose in life was to keep me in gainful employment.

Perhaps they were trying to discredit me by coming up with outrageous schemes which even I couldn’t possibly make up.

They must turn up for work of a Monday morning, pour themselves a large cappuccino, rub their hands together and think:

‘Right, then, what are we going to give Littlejohn to write about this week?’

‘I know,’ says a bright spark at the back, ‘why don’t we put out a press release saying that the Royal Navy is planning to incorporate the yashmak into the uniform in an attempt to attract Muslim women recruits?’

‘He won’t fall for that.’

‘Of course he will. He’ll be desperate for anything to write about.’

‘He won’t have to fall for it,’ says a spotty youth with his head in a copy of the Daily Mail.

‘Why not?’

‘Well, it’s true, innit?’

‘What’s true.’

‘That business about yashmaks.’

‘Eh?’

‘The navy has beaten us to it.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘It’s right here on page 31.’

‘What is?’

‘Listen to this: “Shipshape in a veil. The veil need not be a barrier to life at sea for Muslim women. A major drive has been launched to attract them to join the Royal Navy by altering the Wrens’ uniform code to incorporate cultural differences. Muslim women will be told that ways of incorporating the veil, or yashmak, into the uniform are being explored, and they would be permitted to take their swimming test without men being present.”’

‘Leave off. You’re having us on.’

‘I’m not. See for yourself. Commander Keith Manchanda, the Royal Navy’s ethnic minorities liaison officer, said he hoped the first Asian women recruits would be piped aboard in September.’

‘That’ll go down like a fatted calf in Luton. They’re already threatening to firebomb the local Mecca bingo hall unless it changes its name. Imagine how the mad mullahs are going to react when they find out their women are going to be sharing hammocks with a bunch of sex-mad sailors. Portsmouth will be razed to the ground. Didn’t anyone at the MoD check with us first?’

‘Not that I’m aware. Mind you, they didn’t consult us before they started putting recruiting adverts in Gay Times, either. We were saving that one up for the silly season.’

‘Is there any evidence that Muslim women want to join the navy?’

‘None whatsoever. Quite the contrary, to be honest.’

‘So what’s all this about, then?’

‘Search me. I suppose it gives that Commander Keith Manchanda geezer something to do.’

‘Daft schemes like this are supposed to be down to us. That’s what we’re here for.’

‘Makes you wonder, though, doesn’t it? Tell you what I think, they’re trying to make us redundant, that’s what.’

‘How do you arrive at that conclusion?’ ‘Ask yourself when was the last time we managed to invent anything original.’

‘Counselling for gay and lesbian alcoholics.’

‘Great idea, but if you remember we discovered Lambeth Council was already doing it.’

‘Blind police drivers.’

‘Wandsworth.’

‘Masturbation lessons for the mentally handicapped.’

‘We were too late again.’

‘At this rate we’re going to be out of a job, unless we can come up with something fast.’

‘I’ve got it – let’s ban beef on the bone.’

‘Where the hell have you been the past few weeks?’

‘On sick leave. My post-traumatic stress counsellor took me wind-surfing in Barbados.’

‘So you haven’t heard?’

‘Heard what?’

‘They’ve beaten us to it.’

‘To what?’

‘Beef on the bone. Two years inside if you’re caught selling it.’

‘You are bloody kidding.’

‘Nope.’

‘Well that’s that then. We might as well all start looking for a new job. Where did I put that yashmak?’

‘He’s right, you know.’

‘Who is?’

‘Littlejohn. You couldn’t make it up.’


Gorn to the Corgis

As Tony Blair’s premiership came to an end, the Queen was reported to have told friends that she was ‘exasperated and frustrated’ at the results of his ten years in power. She believes he meddled unnecessarily with Britain’s heritage and his policies have been especially damaging to the countryside, as this exclusive fly-on-the-wall recording reveals.

*

Pour me a large Glennhoddle, Philip, I’ve just had Blair in for his weekly audience. I don’t know why I still bother. He might be going but he’s taking longer to leave the stage than it took Uncle Edward to abdicate.

They seem to have decided that Scotch accountant chappie is getting the job. You know, the one with the bad haircut and no fingernails. Brown, that’s him, like Victoria’s gillie.

Anyway, I thought I was supposed to be the one who invites them to form a government. No one has bothered consulting me, even though I’ve had more Prime Ministers than Blair has had free holidays.

I sometimes wonder what’s the point of having a constitutional monarchy. If all they want is someone to do a bit of waving, they might just as well get in that Mirren woman.

Yes, Philip, I know you’ve always fancied her, ever since The Long Good Friday. If you ask me she’s a bit of a hussy, getting her kit orf at the drop of a hat.

One wouldn’t have been surprised to see her starkers in The Queen, given half the chance. And you can wipe that smirk off your face or it’s the spare room again tonight.

Common as muck, she is. Gawd knows why one agreed to make her a Dame. Another ‘eye-catching’ gimmick from Number 10, from what I remember.

Blair seemed such a nice chap at first. Right school, proper manners, but a bit over familiar for my liking.

‘Call me Tony,’ he said at our first meeting. No thank you very much, Prime Minister. Next thing he’d be calling me Liz and you know how much I hate that.

It’s one thing you calling me ‘Brenda’ but quite another having a complete stranger taking all kinds of liberties.

He even had the cheek to alter the day of our meetings from Tuesday to Wednesday, which is the day I used to like to go shopping at Fortnum’s.

I don’t think he ever quite got the hang of the Prime Minister/Head of State relationship. Most of the time he acted as if he was the President and I was some kind of skivvy.

Just look at his behaviour when That Woman died. ‘She was the People’s Princess’. Purleese. Pass the sick bag. Putting it around that he saved the monarchy single-handed, for heaven’s sake.

Whatever happened to dignity? That’s what I want to know. Blair acted as if the whole country was one of those ghastly daytime television shows that Margaret used to watch in bed.

And how about the time he tried to upstage me at Mummy’s funeral? The damned cheek of the man. I should have had Black Rod take him to the dungeons.

I blame that dreadful Campbell man. It says in the paper that he’s getting a million for his diaries. I’m surprised he can write his own name.

One of these days I’m going to publish my diaries. That’d shake them all up. How much do you think they’d be worth?

What a tale I could tell. Remember when we invited the Blairs to Balmoral and that awful wife of his refused to curtsey and then stayed up all night singing Beatles’ songs round the piano, with Campbell playing the bloody bagpipes. I didn’t get a wink of sleep. Then she had the nerve to yawn during the Highland Games the next day.

I don’t know who she thinks she is. Just because her dad used to be in Till Death Us Do Part. Personally, I couldn’t stand the Scouse git, but I know Alf Garnett was a bit of a hero of yours, Philip.

Then there was that ‘do’ at the Dome, a complete waste of money, as I told Blair at the time. Forcing one to travel on the Underground with that creepy chap whose grandad used to run the LCC and his Brazilian boyfriend. I’ve never been so humiliated in my life, especially when the Wicked Witch tried to link arms during ‘Auld Lang Syne’. I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me.

Ten years I’ve had to put up with this. And for what? Nothing works any more. I was stuck in a jam on the M25 for three hours last week.

World-class transport system, he promised, and then put that jumped-up ship’s steward in charge. Young Soames had his measure from the start. ‘Gin and tonic, please, Giovanni.’ One of Bunter’s better lines.

I told Blair devolution would end in tears, but did he listen? Of course not; he just blundered in like he always does. Now the whole kingdom is falling to pieces.

Same with the House of Lords. What a complete cock-up. It’s supposed to be down to me who gets a peerage. Then I discover Blair’s been knocking out seats to the highest bidder. I wouldn’t mind, but he didn’t even offer me a cut. He’s lucky he hasn’t had his collar felt. From what I hear, he’s not out of the woods yet. He could still end up at the Bailey. That would be a fine legacy, wouldn’t it, tee hee.

Education, education, education? That’s a laugh. Same with the NHS. Is it any wonder one goes private?

Not that Blair cares, I’m sure. Spends half his time in America, sucking up to that moron Bush. And that’s another thing. I’m supposed to be head of the armed forces, but did he ask me before invading Iraq? I could have warned him it would all go pear-shaped, not that he’d have taken any notice.

Frankly, the whole country has gone to the corgis under Blair.

Do you know we had a health and safety inspector round at the Palace telling us to put up ‘No Smoking’ signs everywhere. I told him to sling his hook.

Why do they want to ban everything? It was bad enough when they voted to outlaw hunting, not that it’s made a scrap of difference. I’m exasperated and frustrated, Philip: all this change for change’s sake.

Heaven knows I’ve had to put up with some horrors in my fifty-five years – Harold Wilson and his smelly pipe, that Thatcher woman and her handbag and that grey little man who used to eat his peas off his knife. But at least he knew his place.

For the past ten years, Blair has acted as if he’s the bloody Queen, not me. Do you know, he hasn’t even had the good grace to invite one to his leaving do.

To be honest, I’m not sure this game’s worth the candle any more, not with that Brown taking over. He probably won’t even bother turning up for our weekly audience. Maybe I should abdicate, too.

Top up my glass, Philip, there’s a dear, and turn on the racing. One’s got a horse running in the 3.30 at Haydock.

It’s called A Straight Kinda Guy.


Gordon is a Moron

It is never difficult to distinguish between a Scotsman with a grievance and a ray of sunshine – P. G. Wodehouse

Way back at the start of Labour’s term in 1997, I wrote that Gordon Brown was destined to be New Labour’s Jim Callaghan, a man who became Prime Minister too late, without facing the electorate, and went on to lead his party to crushing defeat. When he finally battered his way into Number 10 his accession was greeted in most quarters like a cross between the second coming of John F. Kennedy and the release of Nelson Mandela. Not by me. I’ve never done honeymoon periods.

Switching from Blair to Brown was like dumping the wife you hate and then shacking up with her uglier, fatter, even more miserable older sister. At the time I felt as if I was dancing in the dark, as Gordon basked in the glow of post-coital adulation. Here’s a taste of what I wrote the week he took over, under the headline: ‘Admit It, Gordon, You’re Not Up To The Job’:

When it comes to being Prime Minister, Gordon just doesn’t cut the Colman’s. This isn’t a ‘new’ government – it’s a collection of has-beens, placemen and people who weren’t good enough to be in the last Cabinet.

You’d be hard-pushed to find such a weird array of incompetents, dullards and social inadequates this side of the flight deck of the Starship Enterprise. The Miliband brothers even look like Vulcans.

Hilariously, we’re asked to believe that Gordon has assembled a government of ‘all the talents’. If this is as good as it gets, God help us.

Praise has been heaped on the Home Secretary Jacqui Smith, largely because she seems to have avoided making a complete fool of herself. Most constructive comment has centred on whether she was showing too much cleavage at the dispatch box.

Do you imagine that Osama bin Laden is sitting in his bunker quaking in his flip-flops?

‘We’d better surrender, guys, they’ve just called in that bird who used to be a schoolteacher in Redditch.’

This is a Cabinet of Gordon’s Gofers. There’s not a man nor woman sitting round that table who would dare to stand up to him.

When the going gets tough, Gordon gets going – in the opposite direction. Now he’s Prime Minister, there’s nowhere to run. But it won’t stop him trying to hide.

The novelty will wear off soon enough. He’s running scared. He looks uncomfortable and has the air of a man about to get his collar felt.

It was much easier being the boy sitting at the back of the class, cheating at maths and making himself scarce when his classmates were caught smoking behind the bike sheds.

Gordon knows in his heart that he hasn’t got a mandate from the British people. I suspect, too, that now he’s finally achieved his ambition of becoming Prime Minister, he’s acutely aware that he isn’t really up to the job.

If ever there was a classic case of ‘be careful what you wish for’, this is it. You can smell his fear.

There was a clamour for an early general election to crush the Conservatives once and for all. My hunch all along was that Gordon’s innate cowardice would prevail, and I said so. I was virtually alone in insisting that he wouldn’t go to the people. When he decided against an election, I had a field day.

You can perform cosmetic dentistry on a leopard, you can put him in a turquoise tie and comb his hair, but you can’t get rid of the spots. To paraphrase Robert Browning’s aptly titled ‘The Lost Leader’: never glad confident Gordon again!

The carefully constructed artifice of trust and competence has been blown apart. All the King’s Horses and all the King’s Men won’t put Grumpty Dumpty together again.

Gordon enjoyed an extraordinary and completely unwarranted tide of goodwill, which he has now flushed away.

It’s easy to pose as resolute in the face of terrorism when the bombs don’t actually go off. Cancelling a casino which hasn’t been built isn’t exactly a high-risk strategy.

Making a statement on foot and mouth twenty minutes after a sheep sneezes in Lanarkshire doesn’t turn you into Winston Churchill.

Come a real crisis, he’s the Invisible Man.

The election decision was not about what was good for Britain, it was about what was good for Gordon.

His ridiculous posturing as the father of a grateful nation is shot to pieces. The indecision and naked spivvery have exposed Brown as just another grubby politician on the make. It’s going to be a long walk home.

This was his Black Wednesday moment. His graduation gown lies in rags at his feet. He won’t get up from this. People aren’t as stupid as Gordon thinks.

One thing he has achieved – which many thought nigh on impossible – is to have reinvigorated and reunited the Conservative Party.

Unless I am sorely mistaken, the Tories won’t lose that discipline and momentum any time soon. They’re now on course to win the next election, whenever it is held.

One of the reasons Tony Blair hung around as long as he did was because he knows Gordon is a loser. Not up to the job. Now the country knows it, too.

I never bought into the prudent son-of-the-manse routine. Gordon has all the sincerity of a bent American televangelist, praising the Lord while simultaneously stealing the congregation’s hard-earned cash and chasing every passing cheerleader.

He is a toxic confection of narcissism, naked ambition, spite, bullying, bombast and bubbling resentment, with a self-pitying temper and a yellow streak the width of the Firth of Forth.

His overblown sense of entitlement is only matched by his ludicrously inflated opinion of his own abilities. He has never been able to disguise his pathological contempt for those he considers to be his intellectual inferiors – which pretty much covers the whole of mankind.

He is genetically incapable of accepting any responsibility for his own mistakes and seeks to crush dissent with a ruthlessness which would give a Mafia don pause for thought. Tony Soprano’s shrink, Dr Malfi, would have her hands full with Gordon.

For the past thirteen years, New Labour, with Gordon Brown at its dark heart, has misled, bullied, cheated and infantilised the British public.

Brown has bankrupted the country, smashed our once gold-standard private pensions system, sold out our sovereignty to Europe and destroyed the special relationship with the USA over the release of the Lockerbie bomber for the sake of a squalid, sectarian squabble with the Scottish Nationalists.

We have a ruinous welfare culture which rewards the feckless and a taxation system which punishes enterprise and the traditional family.

Economically, he peddled us a prospectus as false as anything which ever came out of the offices of Bernie Madoff. Gordon Brown has succeeded in beggaring the country for generations to come.

Brown’s Britain is a failed state, led by an unelected Scottish sociopath and a gruesome gang of crooks, liars, political pygmies and smear-merchants.

Bring me sunshine.


So Who’s this Norman Brown Guy?

Brown was the first European leader granted an audience with President Barack Obama. With the excitement mounting, I tuned in to Eyewitness News, Palm Beach, for a special preview of this historic meeting.

*

Good morning, America, how are you? This is your favourite son, Chad Hanging, back with another three hours of news you can use. Our top story this hour is the arrival of the President of Englandland in our nation’s capital. Joining me now live from London is our special correspondent, Brit Limey.

Good morning, Chad. I’m standing outside Buckingham Palace, the world-famous home of soccer star David Buckingham and his wife, Queen Victoria.

Great to see, you, Brit. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I thought President Tony Blair had already met with President Obama at the National Prayer Breakfast a coupla weeks back.

That’s affirmative, Chad. But President Blair isn’t President of Englandland any more.

He’s not? Then what was he doing in Washington?

Beats me, Chad. Perhaps it was something to do with his new role bringing peace to the Mid East.

How’s that going?

Pretty good, Chad, if you don’t count the war between Hamas and Israel, Hezbollah firing rockets at civilians and the crazies in Iran going nuclear.

So who’s the new guy?

He’s called President Norman Brown.

And is he a Conservative, like President Blair?

No, Chad. He’s Labour. President Blair wasn’t a Conservative, either. He only pretended to be.

So how did Brown get the job?

He just kept shouting at President Blair until he stood down.

But he won an election, right?

No, Chad, there wasn’t an election. He did think about calling one, but decided against it because he was frightened he might lose.

How can you change Presidents without having an election? I mean, it’s not like President Blair was assassinated.

That’s just the way it works in Englandland. The leader of the party with the most seats in the House of Lords gets to be President.

So Norman Brown was elected leader of the Labour Party? Negative, again, Chad. He did raise money and have a leadership campaign, but no one stood against him.

What, nobody? No primaries, no general election, nothing? Affirmative, Chad.

Let me get this straight. His party hasn’t elected him, the country hasn’t elected him, yet he still gets to be President.

Norman Brown doesn’t really like anyone being given the chance to vote on anything.

Someone must have voted for him, some time.

Oh, yes. He was elected to the House of Lords by his constituents in Scotlandland.

He’s Scoddish, then?

That’s a big Ten-Four, Chad.

So is he President of Scotlandland, too?

No, that’s a guy called Alan Salmon.

Hang on, if Brown’s from Scotlandland, how can he be President of Englandland?

That’s just the way it goes in this crazy country, Chad. Brown can make laws for Englandland, but not for his own people in Scotlandland. Not that it matters much because Brown has signed away most of Englandland’s law-making powers to unelected European bureaucrats in Brussels, Belgiumland.

That would be like stripping Congress of the power to make laws in America and handing it over to Mexico.

I guess so.

How in the Hell did the people of Englandland vote for that?

They didn’t. Brown wouldn’t let them, even though it was a solemn promise in his party’s manifesto the last time people were allowed to vote.

Couldn’t the Supreme Court have stopped him?

Not really. The Supreme Court of Englandland is now in Strasbourg, where the geese come from.

Isn’t there any opposition?

There’s a guy called Boris.

Sounds Russian.

I wouldn’t be surprised, Chad. There are millions of Eastern Europeans living here now, mainly in Peterburl. Englandland has seen mass immigration over the past ten years, but no one voted for that, either.

What in the name of Ulysses S. Grant is going on over there, Brit? We’re talking about the country which gave us Magna Carta, saw off the Armada, stood alone against Hitler and invented parliamentary democ -racy. It sounds more like a Commie dictatorship.

Feels like it some days, too, Chad. There certainly seem to be more armed policemen around these days, and there are surveillance cameras everywhere.

So why is Norman Brown in Washington today?

He’s come to tell President Obama to join his crusade to save the world. He thinks he’s Superman and has all the answers to the economic crisis.

Englandland has to be doing real good if this guy thinks he can fix the credit crunch.

Not so, Chad. The IMF says Englandland is worst placed of all developed economies to cope. The currency has collapsed, un employment is headed towards three million and the country is saddled with £2 trillion of debt, which it will take generations to pay off.

So who’s responsible for that?

Norman Brown.

Brown’s the guy who got Englandland into this mess in the first place?

Affirmative, Chad. When he was Treasury Secretary he encouraged the banks to go on a reckless lending spree which has bankrupted the country, he let public spending rip right out of control, and destroyed Englandland’s private pension system, which was once the envy of the world.

Does he admit he screwed up?

Far from it, Chad. He blames America.

He does what?

Blames America, Chad, for selling sub-prime mortgages, which were then bought by banks in Englandland and turned out not to be worth the paper they were printed on.

No one forced these banks to buy them.

No one stopped them, either, Chad. Ten years ago, Englandland tore up the rules designed to stop banks getting into trouble.

Who was the genius behind that cockamayme scheme?

Norman Brown.

So let me get this straight. This Norman Brown guy wrecks Englandland then flies to Washington to tell us that he’s saved the world. And he blames America for his own incompetence?

America and a guy called Sir Fred Goodwin.

Who’s he?

Ran the Royal Bank of Scotlandland into the ground.

And they made him a ‘sir’? Whose idea was that?

Norman Brown. Now he wants Goodwin to lose his pension.

Can he do that?

No, but seeing as Brown’s stolen everyone else’s pension in Englandland, it won’t stop him trying.

So what’s happening in Washington today?

There’s a formal meeting at the White House, followed by lunch.

Better tell President Obama to count the spoons.


Much Culling in the Marsh

New Labour was an urban movement, with a thinly disguised hatred of all things rural. From the bungled ban on hunting to the ludicrous overreaction to the foot and mouth crisis, the government has demonstrated time and again that it has no understanding of, and even less sympathy for, the plight of the countryside.

They probably saw the the foot and mouth outbreak as an opportunity, not a crisis, which would enable them to bring forward long-anticipated plans to convert the nation to a wholly vegetarian diet, thus saving the NHS millions in cancer, heart disease, diabetes and obesity treatments.

Furthermore, by slaughtering all cattle, pigs and sheep, we will eliminate up to 50 per cent of flatulent gas emissions, reduce our carbon footprint significantly and enable Britain to meet her commitments under the Kyoto Protocol on climate change.

However, sensitive to accusations that their policies show a callous disregard for the countryside, the Cabinet has decided that despite the most recent foot and mouth opportunity, traditional agricultural shows should go ahead as normal.

Civil servants set about drawing up a set of guidelines to help organisers adapt to the new livestock-free environment. Those who comply are eligible for grants from the Diversity Fund.

*

We now take you over to the Mummerset County Showground, at Much Culling in the Marsh, for the grand opening of the new-look, New Labour Agricultural Fayre.

Due to flooding, the replacement bus service has itself been replaced by a flotilla of dinghies, which will ferry visitors to the event from the roof of the former railway station.

We regret that following the closure of the Much Culling sub-post office and tea room, advance tickets are only available via iPhone.

Those who intend to arrive by Land Rover will be subject to a £25-a-day ‘green’ tax, payable to Mr Livingstone, chair of the parish council. This charge will also apply to all contestants in the tractor pull.

The government hopes to encourage farmers to abandon their gas-guzzling machines and use horse-drawn ploughs and other alternatives. For instance, it takes only three hundred Albanian labourers to do the job of one combine harvester.

On arrival, after being sprayed with disinfectant and wading through a sheep dip, visitors will be offered a traditional Full English breakfast of muesli and soya milk. Fair Trade coffee will be supplied by Mrs Starbuck, of the WI.

Don’t miss the differently-abled tug-of-peace contest on the playing field behind the Much Culling central mosque.

Highlight of the morning will be a daredevil display of wheel-clamping by the intrepid members of the Mummerset Safety Camera Partnership Formation Towing-Away Team.

Following an intervention by the Much Binding Health and Safety Executive, the morris dancing has been cancelled. This is being replaced by a demonstration of basket-weaving and cottaging, brought to you by the Mummerset Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgendered Switchboard.

Bargain hunters may also be interested in the savings to be made on a wide selection of second-hand luggage, on sale in the British Airways tent.

This afternoon, in the main arena, the sheepdog trials will make way for a heart-stopping exhibition of drive-by shooting, courtesy of the Mummerset Massive.

Once again this year, the show intends to reflect the rich tapestry of the English countryside. We are proud to bring you Polish country dancing and Chinese cockle-picking.

In place of the ploughing contest, members of the Mummerset travelling community will be giving a demonstration of the ancient art of Tarmacking.

No ox roast this year, due to the ongoing foot and mouth opportunity, but hash cakes and nut cutlets will be available from the soft drugs stand.

Take your seats early for a thrilling re-enactment of the annual pitched battle between the Much Culling Hunt and the Mummerset Saboteurs.

We are grateful to Mr Brown, the town clerk, for donating a genuine Camp David leather bomber jacket as a tombola prize.

The Much Culling Boy Scouts will be hosting a vegan buffet and entertaining the crowd with a selection of songs from The Gang Show 2007, including the ever-popular ‘We’re Riding Along In A Toyota Prius’.

Finally, in a spectacular climax, two doctors from Mummerset Cottage Hospital will drive a 4x4 into the organic beer tent and blow themselves up.

Visitors are reminded that the showground is a no-smoking facility. They should also sort their rubbish into several different categories and use the bonsai bins provided. Failure to do so will result in a fine of not less than £1,000 and having to give a DNA sample.

We thank you for your attendance but regret this will be the last Much Culling Agricultural Fayre, as the Mummerset County Show -ground has been sold to developers for starter homes and a new secure unit for failed asylum seekers.

Don’t forget to dip your feet on the way out.


Rebranding St George

Over the past decade, they’ve tried rebranding everything from the Spastics’ Society to the Marriage Guidance Council and the Hunchback of Notre Dame for fear of giving offence.

The government even bunged the Protestant Orange Order in Northern Ireland £100,000 to give the annual marching season a touchy-feely makeover.

Some bright spark thought it would be more ‘inclusive’ if the traditional celebration of King Billy’s victory over the Catholics at the Battle of the Boyne were to be relaunched as ‘Orangefest’ – a sort of Unionist Blue Nose Day, complete with a bouncy Hillsborough Castle.

That way, Republicans might feel less inclined to throw petrol bombs at it.

Nothing is safe from the revisionists. So I suppose it wasn’t going to be long before they got round to England’s patron saint. Sure enough, just in time for St George’s Day 2007, there were calls to give him a political version of the Trinny and Susannah treatment.

The proposal was outlined in a new report from an ecclesiastical think-tank, entitled: When The Saints Go Marching Out: Redefining St George for a new era.

Simon Barrow, one of its authors, declared: ‘It is time that St George was reclaimed from the dragon, from past associations with racism and the far right, and from images of arrogant flag-waving.’

Writing in the Church of England Newspaper, he said St George’s Day should become a ‘day of dissent’ – celebrating ‘the pro-democracy Putney Debates, the equality-seeking Levellers, the anti-slavery abolitionists, the women’s suffrage movement, conscientious objectors and peacemakers, anti-racism campaigners, human rights activists and those struggling against debt and poverty’.

He seems to have missed out the Tolpuddle Martyrs, the Bryant & May match girls, the Birmingham Six, the Dave Clark Five, the Guildford Four, the Fun Boy Three, the Forest Gate Two and Winston Silcott, but never mind.

It’s the thought that counts.

This is St George, patron saint of the Guardianistas.

Funny how they never want to rebrand St Paddy’s Day, to make it more acceptable to Glasgow Rangers supporters; or the Notting Hill Carnival, to make it less Caribbean.

Forgive me, that was ‘unhelpful’.

So what would a modern tick-all-the-boxes St George look like? The report said he should be recast as a champion of the oppressed and disadvantaged.

He’d probably be some kind of asylum seeker – sorry, ‘undocumented’ immigrant.

The red cross would have to go, for a start. Far too, well, English. And with its association with the Crusades, incredibly offensive to Muslims.

Maybe it could be replaced by an EU flag; or a CND badge; a set of Make Poverty History wrist bands; or a Greenpeace logo.

Instead of a helmet and visor, he’d be wearing one of those modish Afghan peasant hats, so popular with the lentil-munching classes in Islington.

Rather than a broadsword, George could carry a NOT IN MY NAME placard, or – even better – a WE ARE ALL HEZBOLLAH NOW banner, sponsored by the Independent.

Perhaps an intifada headscarf and a fake suicide belt. They seem to be all the rage these days. A pair of Call Me Dave recycled sneakers, specially designed to minimise his carbon footprint, would be de rigueur.

Oh, and don’t forget the iPod.

There’d be no fire-breathing dragon, either, not in a smoke-free environment. No dragon of any description, for that matter.

Dragons are probably on the endangered species list, anyway. George would be a paid-up member of the Dragon Liberation Front, roaming the land freeing dragons from animal testing laboratories, pausing only to sell the Big Issue on his way to kicking in the front window of McDonald’s as part of an anti-globalisation protest.

Instead of slaying dragons, he’d smash up Range Rovers and other assorted 4x4s to demonstrate his deep concern for the planet.

His trusty steed would be replaced by an eco-friendly mountain bike.

George and his same-sex civil partner would adopt a child from Malawi over the internet and live happily ever after in a solar-powered squat in Stoke Newington with a B&Q windmill on the roof.

What the hell, why not get rid of George altogether and replace him with a differently-abled, mixed-race, wimmin’s rites coordinator called Georgina?

That should satify even the most pernickety revisionist.

Cry ‘God Help Harry, England and St George’.


That Bugger Swift

When I started out in journalism on a local paper in 1971, the leader of the local council was an engine driver called Charlie Swift, who ran the city in his spare time.

Meetings were always held in the evenings and he’d frequently hitch a ride to the Town Hall with me in the office van, in exchange for a scoop for next week’s paper. He was his own press officer.

Charlie’s surgery was the front room of his terraced house in the ward he represented. He didn’t receive a penny from the ratepayers in either salary or expenses. Neither did any of his fellow councillors, who all had real-world jobs and gave their time voluntarily.

Everyone knew Charlie – and he wasn’t universally popular. Round town he was known as That Bugger Swift.

But the streets were clean, the parks immaculate, the corporation buses ran on time, the roads were in good repair, the schools had a pretty decent record, the car parks were free and the dustbins were emptied twice a week.

That was about all anyone wanted from their local authority.

The Town Hall was an impressive edifice, slap bang in the city centre, a symbol of solidity, stability and civic pride. I can still remember the name of the town clerk, which was proudly enscribed on the side of all municipal vehicles.

As it happens, I’m writing about Peterborough, where I cut my journalistic teeth. But it could be any town or city in Britain in the early seventies.

Within a few years, the system of local government which had served us so well was swept away in a frenzy of Heathite corporatism and ‘modernisation’.

Traditional borough boundaries were erased and historic local authorities were merged into gigantic supercouncils. A new era of ‘professionalism’ was ushered in.

The old breed of town clerk with a sense of duty was replaced by a managerial class of chief executives out of the Guardian jobs pages, who pretended they were employed to run major commercial organisations – and expected to be paid accordingly.

Councillors began to receive ‘out-of-pocket’ expenses and allowances, paving the way for full-time council leaders earning £60,000 a year.

Imposing Victorian Town Halls found themselves redundant, as shiny new – uniformly ugly – civic centres sprang up everywhere and councils embarked on a recruitment and spending spree which would do justice to a sailor on shore leave.

Out went frugal ‘ways and means’ departments, devoted to keeping costs down. In came corporate finance divisions, money no object.

The parks committee became the ‘leisure and amenities’ directorate. Bandstands, swings and roundabouts were neglected, while hideous new ‘leisure centres’ were built at vast expense.

And so we arrived where we find ourselves today – with grandiose council ‘cabinets’, vast PR departments, local authorities with foreign policies and anti-nuclear zones, ‘diversity’ directorates and ‘carbon footprint’ committees.

The sanitation department morphed into ‘Environmental Health’. These days they’d rather employ inspectors to rifle through your bin for the ‘wrong kind’ of rubbish than dustmen to take it away.

Staff are hired on the basis of sexuality, disability or ethnicity, not their ability to do the job. If they must have a quota of lesbians, give them all a broom and send them out to sweep the streets once in a while.

Councils are run for the benefit of those who work there, not for the people who pay for them. Is it any wonder council tax has doubled under Labour?

Where once the council chamber contained butchers, bakers and builders, we now have a generation of full-time councillors who have never held down a proper job in their lives.

Planning decisions are taken not by someone who lives round the corner – and is therefore accountable to his neighbours – but miles away by faceless bureaucrats and rubber-stamp political lobby fodder, acting on a central government directive.

So remote have local authorities become from the paying public, in both political and geographical terms, that few think it even worth bothering voting in local elections any more, because they don’t believe it will make the slightest difference.

Turnout has dropped so low that there’s talk of bribing people to vote by giving them free doughnuts and lottery tickets.

Is this really what women chained themselves to the railings and dived under racehorses for?

In an outrageous scam, New Labour even proposed jacking up Town Hall allowances and salaries still further and giving councillors a £10,000 ‘parachute payment’ when they’re kicked out of
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