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Praise
   
   ‘I’ve never met Danny Finkelstein but I think I’m in love with him. His book is such good company – sane, intelligent and witty. He deals with serious subjects in an immensely readable way. Many of the pieces confirm opinions I already held – such as admiration for Sir John Major – but he has persuaded me to change my mind over a few things. His defence of humdrum everyday life – suburbs, commuting, shopping centres – reminds me how lucky we are to live in peaceful times … If I’m asked to nominate my book of the year, this will be it’

Wendy Cope

‘This is Danny Fink at his very Danny Fink finest: elucidating, wise and intensely curious – always searching to explain the political from the places few other writers dare to go – be it a Finnish ringroad or a Coca-Cola focus group … In this collection of columns, Danny reminds us of a singularly profound truth – that all politics comes back to the messy rub of humanity – the small personal triumphs and the unforgotten indignities. It is his deep understanding of human nature that makes this book funny, warm and percipient. A joy’

Emily Maitlis

‘Finkelstein has the ability to make you smile and think at the same time – a rare voice of calmness and reason in a world increasingly devoid of both’

Robert Harris

‘Through the clarity of his words and the depth of his insight, Daniel Finkelstein has been a voice of moderation and reason amidst the anger and uncertainty in British public life. His wisdom has now been captured in this collection which should be required reading for all who seek a better and more hopeful future’

Jonathan Sacks

‘Danny’s columns are a must-read for anyone wanting to understand what’s really happening in British politics’

Rishi Sunak

‘Columns that change your mind … I make a point to read his column every week … Because his interests are so varied, your Finkelstein and mine aren’t one and the same … There will have been columns that changed your mind, brought you comfort in times of confusion of grief … The columns are so well picked, put together seamlessly and naturally to help build bigger arguments’

The Times
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Introduction

I suppose you could say that I really started working on this book when I was eight years old. 

It was then that I began getting up early so that I could be the first one to read the newspaper. Rather to the bemusement of my parents, who had absolutely no interest in sport, I’d become a football fan, and I wanted to read the match reports and the scores before my dad came downstairs to make breakfast. After that, the paper was his.

So as soon as it arrived I would skip to the front door, lay The Times out on the hall rug, and, starting with the back pages, read whatever football news there was. Which wasn’t much, to be honest.

After I’d been doing this each day for a couple of years, it occurred to me that the paper seemed to contain a lot of other stuff and maybe it was interesting. So when I had completed my survey of the football coverage, I turned the paper over and began again at the front.

It was at about this time that the burglars were caught in the Watergate complex. I was soon hooked on the stories of the President and his men. And on the other political battles that made the mid-1970s such a fascinating political time.

It made me rather an odd child, though. I obtained the autographs of Norman St John-Stevas and Ray Buckton (google them). I collected Times Guides to the House of Commons and memorised the size of majorities of MPs. When Giscard d’Estaing became President of France, my French teacher told the class about it and announced that he had until then been defence minister. I responded that in fact Giscard had been finance minister. I was, at that point, eleven.

And so I first became attached to three of the great passions of my life: football, politics and The Times. And much as I imagined I might grow out of one or the other of them, I never have.

My parents couldn’t talk to me much about football, although they did try. My father, a bookish professor, even took me to Hendon games. Sitting in the freezing cold at half time in a recent Hendon home match I heard over the tannoy: ‘Elsewhere in the league it’s Billericay nil, Bognor Regis nil’, and I thought, my goodness, my dad must have loved me very much.

But politics was a different matter. I wouldn’t say either of them was excessively political and they were both less-than-usually argumentative people. But they did think public affairs mattered a great deal and they were thrilled that I did too. 

So, over breakfast each day we would talk about what was in the news. Other things came up. Philosophy a little, mathematics a fair bit and religion too (more out of intellectual interest than devotion). But mostly it was politics.

Around the time I first became interested, 1970 or so, my parents were both Labour voters. Dad, especially, really liked Harold Wilson. As an engineer (a measurement theorist to be precise), my father felt that modern systems and planning were the way to organise a society. The talk of forging a new Britain in the white heat of technology was very attractive to him. 

As I write later in this book, he was also an immigrant who had lived on welfare benefits, made his way through night school and worked in the coal mines. He found the Conservative Party of Macmillan an alien thing and suspected the feeling was mutual.

He did have one problem with Labour, however. As a child he had been deported to Siberia along with his mother, and his father had been arrested and sentenced to hard labour as a capitalist and democratic civic leader. As a result of this, my father did not trust the MPs to Wilson’s left, but this rather increased his support for Wilson himself.

My mother – a maths teacher and as much a believer in scientific progress as Dad – shared this concern about extremists, but for a reason that was both different and not so different. She was a survivor of Belsen concentration camp. She was always pretty wary politically of anybody – how shall I put this – overexcitable.

By the end of the 1970s, my dad had come to the conclusion that planning the economy didn’t work, and both of them became concerned about the Left. Thus began the shift that saw them vote SDP in the 1980s and Conservative after that, though very much of the Major/Cameron kind. 

So this was the environment I grew up in. A generally progressive household, but a Times-reading one rather than a Guardian-reading one. Rationalist and pro-science, firmly on the American side of the Cold War, socially liberal on race and women’s equality, for the welfare state and public services, for free speech and the rule of law and, above all other things, for moderation, a sense of proportion and generosity to other people.

Whether it is nature or nurture – a bit of both I think – this isn’t a bad description of my own politics all these years later. My mum often used to use the phrase ‘Everything in Moderation’. She mostly applied it to portion size and her willingness to try anything once, but it could pretty much be our family political slogan.

All of these hobbies and instincts I brought with me when I joined The Times properly in 2001. Plus one other thing: a lot of political experience.

By the age of twenty-four, I had already run for Parliament. I was the SDP’s candidate against Ken Livingstone in Brent East in 1987. I was far too young. I hadn’t had a proper job yet, I lived at home and I couldn’t drive. I’ve a letter from the local Citizen’s Advice Bureau somewhere that reads: ‘Dear Mr Finkelstein, it was so nice to meet you, and your mother.’

But I’d become close to the party leader David Owen and he’d become a mentor. Actually he still is. I did a lot of growing up when I worked with David. During the 1987 election we had breakfast every day before his press conference. He said he found it helpful and I believe him, because he doesn’t dissemble, even to your face. But I suspect it was me that found it more useful.

I learned a lot from David about national politics, fighting by his side on the party’s national committee. I also learned a great deal about how to maintain your integrity and independence, how to think things through for yourself and ensure you never let being moderate make you go soft altogether. 

Ultimately, of course, we were unsuccessful: the party collapsed, and I rather surprised myself by what I did next. I joined the Conservative Party.

My politics had certainly shifted a bit since my teens. I’d become quite a lot more convinced of the benefits of a capitalist market economy, quite a bit more fiscally conservative and a little more sceptical about government intervention. But what changed most was my view of political alliances.

Experience had made me appreciate that you can’t build a broad enough political movement if you only worked with people who shared your views and your background completely. The world isn’t full of Jewish sons of refugees or people from Hendon Central with Master’s degrees in computing.

The miners’ strike, the argument over CND and the obvious fact that many of Mrs Thatcher’s reforms had been necessary also made me realise that I was trying to be right wing on the left. So the Tories it was.

Within about three years of joining the party I found myself round the Cabinet table briefing the Prime Minister as his head of research. It was the tail end of an eighteen-year government and politically it was very tough. But it was hard not to respect John Major or be proud of serving him. I wasn’t too surprised, however, when we suffered a huge defeat. 

What followed was sometimes hilariously difficult. I became a close adviser to William Hague and convinced I was supporting someone who deserved to be prime minister. He was incisive, calm, witty and kind. His qualifications seemed to me obvious. But it was difficult to get anyone to agree. These days there are lots of takers for that proposition, but at the time nothing we did made any difference. Maybe that is because some of it wasn’t very good, but then again, even when it was brilliant – Prime Minister’s Questions for instance – it made no difference.

It was partly as a result of this I began to grasp something very important. Something I’m embarrassed I didn’t get earlier. People aren’t following politics. To what is really an astonishingly great degree. What moves politics are much deeper things – demographics, how the economy is changing, instinctive and hard-to-move reactions to the party leaders. Grasping this was my first step to real understanding. I don’t think there is one column in this book that isn’t touched by this awakening.

It was also during this period I appreciated properly how serious the Conservative Party’s problems had become. I am quite an optimistic person and sometimes I’d persuade myself that things weren’t as bad as they looked. Andrew Cooper was there to put me right. I’d met him in college and he had become a hugely successful pollster as well as one of my best friends. He didn’t share my Pollyannaish tendency, being instead a pitiless empiricist. And he was almost invariably correct. 

I started to meet up with others over pizza to discuss how the party could become more moderate, modern and liberal. There’d be four or five of us each time. One of them was George Osborne (also a close friend) and another was David Cameron. We shared frustration, but in David’s mind the idea of what to do next began to take shape.

So anyway, all that is a long way of saying that in 2001, when I joined The Times after being defeated in Harrow West in the election, I brought with me years of working on the inside. But also the complication that I had publicly known political views, an agenda and friends and allies active in politics.

The stakes became higher when one of those friends became the prime minister and another the chancellor of the exchequer.

I took the view that I couldn’t escape this, and I shouldn’t deny it. So the best thing to do was to give readers the benefit of the understanding I gained, the insight I had, while being honest about who I was. I was an opinion writer and not a news reporter. I hope (and think) readers felt I struck the right balance.

I’ve read The Times every day since those first encounters with it on the rug, rarely missing an edition. It has always suited my temperament and mostly suited my politics too. 

And that may be what accounted for the feeling I had sitting in reception at the paper, waiting for a meeting with Peter Stothard, the editor. I had a number of different job offers and they all seemed very interesting and to offer good prospects. But in the reception of The Times I felt a sense of excitement and also one of belonging.

I proposed to Peter a sort of online think tank: basically a blog in the days before such things existed. He was mildly interested in that, but more interested in me joining as a leader writer. 

It wasn’t long before I started writing columns for the paper. And three things were, I think, particularly important in the columns I ended up writing.

The first is a piece of advice I received when I first started writing a regular column for the main comment pages (or op-eds as they are known, as this sort of article initially appeared opposite the editorials).

The first columns I wrote appeared in the features pages, where I was asked to stand in for the historian and journalist Anthony Howard while he wrote a book. The appropriate style for such a column was informal, relaxed and personal. I would bring in anecdotes and talk of my own experiences.

Then Michael Gove, one of the paper’s most prominent and popular writers, was selected as a parliamentary candidate and it was decided to move his column to features and that I would take over his op-ed slot.

Just before I made the move the features editor Sandra Parsons told me I should take care not to change too much. Keep it informal, keep it personal. Don’t feel the op-ed pages require you to be stiff or pompous. It was wise counsel. Where stiffness and pomposity remained, it was at least my own personal stiffness and pomposity rather than being put on for the occasion.

Also important was inspiration from my brother. I have always lived surrounded by books. My grandfather (my mother’s father) had been the archivist of the German anti-Nazi movement and established a library, one of the largest collections of material about fascism in the world. 

Quite apart from the library, he bought so many books of his own that he was driven out of his flat above the ice-skating rink in Queensway into a house in Golders Green, in order to have enough shelf space. He devoted three entire rooms of this house to books, although he was frustrated when a structural engineer put a limit on the number of volumes he could store. Apparently the engineer was concerned that the floors would collapse under the weight.

My father then also bought many thousands of books of his own, some hundreds having been given to him by his father-in-law as an engagement present. The overwhelming majority of these were on Judaism, which was my father’s intellectual hobby. And I, like Dad, started by being quite focused in my reading. Politics and history, history and politics. 

My brother, by contrast, though distinguished in his field (software engineering) has always been amazingly eclectic in his reading. If you introduced someone to him and said they were an expert in the history of Chinese piracy, Anthony would invariably remark: ‘How interesting, I’ve just been reading a book on that.’

It rubbed off on me eventually. I began to experiment more. Social science, social history, books about murders and about baseball, random books that just looked a bit interesting and might take me off on an interesting tangent. And I’d often share what I learned with readers.

Sometimes people ask me how I have managed to read so much and I’ve never been sure of the answer. I’m not particularly speedy. But I am pretty dedicated. Whenever I am not doing anything else, which turns out to be a lot of the time, I’m reading.

From this inspiration I had an insight. There was a huge amount of social and political science that could cast light on the news and it wasn’t necessarily appearing in other people’s columns. Game theory, for instance, and social psychology. And at one point in my first couple of years at The Times I stumbled into statistics.

During the World Cup in 2002 I began to write a column on football, using statistical analysis to illuminate the game. These columns don’t appear in this book, but their influence does. I began to think about issues in a different way, understanding how concepts like reversion to the mean might aid my understanding of politics and social affairs.

Armed with all this, I settled in to write a weekly column that has appeared, and still appears, on Wednesday every week since 2005. And there hasn’t been a single week in that entire period when I didn’t wake up nervous on a Tuesday morning, wondering if this week’s column was really going to work when you started writing it for real.

But it’s got to work. It’s appearing in The Times, after all.

Actually, Tuesday’s nerves are only part of it. The most difficult part of producing a column isn’t writing it. It’s having the idea. From the moment a column appears, I start to worry about what on earth I am going to put in the next one. And the fear grows until an idea comes.

I might have been reading the paper and articles and books all week and be completely blank. And then, emptying the dishwasher, a column will appear to me while I’m putting away the teaspoons. Sometimes it is just the very basic argument, other times it’s the whole thing. 

Once it does, though, I may (in fact almost always do) need to do quite a bit of reading. I might want to use an academic study or tell a historical story or write about someone who has just died. I am fanatical about getting this stuff right and ensuring that even the most expert reader would accept that I know what I’m talking about. Because one thing I can be sure of, working on The Times, is that even the most obscure points will come to the attention of the expert on the subject.

Once I have the idea I have to agree it with the Comment Page Editor. Often I will give them more than one potential column and they will pick. Sometimes they – or very occasionally the editor through them – will tell me that the paper has already run too many columns on this idea and I should come back to it another time. But it’s a matter of pride not to propose such ideas if I can help it.

I have often been asked whether I am told what position to take and I can honestly say that this has never happened. Well, OK, once I wanted to write a column telling Sir John Chilcot to take as long as he wanted to complete his report on the Iraq war. I unwittingly timed this for the day on which the paper was launching a series of news reports which suggested he needed to get on with it. I was politely but firmly asked if I might pick another topic and I gladly agreed. But apart from that, never.

Once I’ve been given the go-ahead I’ll settle in and start writing. I try not to schedule any distractions for Tuesdays so that the column in my head is the one I get down on paper. How long does a column take? Well it’s 1150 words and it takes usually between two and three hours to write down. But in reality it has taken me somewhere between three hours and the entirety of my life since I was eight years old.

Finally, a word about this book.

I’ve written something like 700 columns for The Times and had room in this volume for about 110 of them. The earliest column in this volume was written in 2003, the latest on the day Theresa May announced she was leaving office in March 2019 (which seemed a reasonable place to stop).

When I read them all again, obviously I was looking for the best ones, but just as important was that they should still seem relevant and interesting now. For instance, I wrote a column on gay rights which I was pleased with, but a lot of it dealt with the religious opinions of Ruth Kelly, a Blair-era cabinet minister. I thought this material would mystify readers who had forgotten the details of this political row.

Equally there were some columns which predicted exactly what was going to happen next. I am rather proud of them, but once the predicted events had happened, I concluded that the article might be more interesting to me than to readers of this book.

In some places context is necessary to enjoy the column properly, and I’ve added a short couple of sentences of explanation before the column begins. But in many cases they should be immediately understandable without notes.

I decided early on to group the articles together by theme rather than chronology. Where useful – in my articles on the big political battles of my time as a columnist for instance – the sections do follow a chronological order. Elsewhere – the section on great contemporary figures – it does not.

I grouped together some political columns on the issues of the day that I think elucidate basic rules of politics. And I have also included a lecture, very much inspired by the columns in The Times, that has not yet been published.

There are some issues I care about that are missing and one or two columns are excluded because, while they were quite good, I’ve repented of the views in them (such as a horrible column suggesting that I didn’t really care about Scottish independence, which I passionately do). 

I haven’t altered the ones that are included, even when a phrase or idea or prediction makes me wince. The only changes I have made are a few tiny excisions when I have repeated a word or when the sentence reads particularly poorly or I have made an observation more than once in the book. I have also, in one or two places, removed a reference to an event that might have meant something to the reader in the week it was written but is now just distracting. When making such a change I have been particularly careful to avoid altering the sense of anything I’ve said.

I’ve also kept the headlines from the original articles in most cases.

So here they are. My wife always observes that op-ed columns are either obvious or rubbish. I hope you will find more of the former than the latter. And perhaps one or two that aren’t either.




PART ONE

The Sound of the Suburbs

When I became Comment Editor of The Times, I used to tell our columnists that it wasn’t enough for readers to learn what the writer thought. They also had to be convinced that it mattered.

This was partly about the evidence they produced to support their argument of course. But it was also about giving readers a sense of who the writers are, where they come from, what their values are.

So I suppose I should start this collection in the same way, with columns that give you a sense of my outlook. Not everything, of course, but some important things.




The suburbs are what make Britain great

Bourgeois life is too easy a target for satire. There’s nothing better than the dual carriageway and a job in extra-wet tissues

12 August 2015

Some years ago my father came home from an academic conference with a picture book he’d been given by his visitors, Oulu, the Fifth Biggest Town in Finland.

It was crammed with photographs of the highlights of this jewel of Northern Ostrobothnia. The town hall, the sawmill museum, a bicycle stand, a deserted shopping street covered in snow. There was also plenty of useful information. Since 1996 Oulu has hosted the Air Guitar World Championship. And at the end of the book was a picture of a dual carriageway accompanied by the suggestion that we might like to visit Oulu. ‘Or better still, go round it.’

At first I thought this meant that the whole book had been a joke. Slowly, however, I realised that they were simply proud of the Oulu ring road and were advising us not to miss the chance of travelling on it once we’d had our fill of sawmills.

You might think of this column as: In Defence of Oulu.

It is prompted by the death of that great genius David Nobbs, the author of The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin, the man who appreciated the comedy in describing a train arriving eleven minutes late at Waterloo station owing to staff difficulties at Hampton Wick.

Nobbs chronicles the monotony of daily suburban life brilliantly. Walking down Coleridge Close and turning right into Tennyson Avenue, filling in the crossword on the journey into work at Sunshine Desserts, the three pictures on his boss’s wall: ‘A Francis Bacon, a John Bratby and a photograph of CJ holding the lemon mousse which had won second prize in the convenience foods category at the 1963 Paris Concours Des Desserts.’

Nobbs said that one of his inspirations was the thought that people have such strange jobs: ‘You can’t grow up wanting to become an executive for extra-wet strength tissues.’ A life trying to think of ways to market products like Kumquat Surprise (‘What about something like, off the top of my head, I like to stroke my nipple with a strawberry and lychee ripple’) drives Reggie to a breakdown.

Though Nobbs was an uncommon talent, his was not an uncommon target. The futility of suburban or small-town life, the banality of commerce and management, the hypocrisy of respectable lives behind net curtains, the despair as youth trickles away into middle age.

And every time I watch Richard Briers quit for a life of self-sufficiency in Surbiton, or Kevin Spacey’s character Lester Burnham melt down in American Beauty, or Reggie Perrin fake his suicide, I am struck by the same thought inspired by the guide to Oulu.

Sunshine Desserts is the height of civilisation. Lester Burnham was better off when he went to work in an office and looked after his family. Oulu is right to boast of its ring road, which is quite an achievement.

When we look at history we regard as heroes those who fought and those who conquered, those who were martyrs for their point of view, those who set out on great adventures, those who built great cathedrals and pyramids.

Yet I think it is a fine ambition to have been an executive for extra-wet strength tissues. In the history of mankind how many better jobs have there been? How many have been better paid? More comfortable? Less dangerous? More inoffensively useful to their fellow man?

The HR department of a children’s shoe brand has never launched a war. Nobody dies in the creation of advertisements for Kumquat Surprise. Surely the reason our ancestors struggled so hard and even fought wars is so that we, their children, could live happily on the commuter line to King’s Cross, heading into work on the 8.17.

I always sigh when I hear people attack consumerism. All that hunger, and war and pestilence, all that dictatorship and torture and tragedy and they want to attack shopping?

I was brought up in Hendon Central and when I was thirteen years old they opened Brent Cross Shopping Centre. I could walk there without crossing the road. My father was a cultured man, a highly sophisticated intellectual, but he regarded the shopping centre as among the great beneficial developments of mankind.

He had almost starved as a young boy in a Soviet-imposed exile. When my father was thirteen years old he couldn’t walk to the shopping centre because there wasn’t one in Siberia. He couldn’t drive there either, because Stalin had the car.

For him, the ability to buy a prepared sandwich in Marks & Spencer or meet my mother for a crusty roll and butter in the Tesco coffee shop represented a great advance in the condition of man. And isn’t it wonderful to live in a country in which we worry seriously about becoming too fat?

People talk about the death of big ideas. The great thing about Britain is our small ideas and our pragmatism, our suburbs and our bourgeois stability. This thing – this apparent banality – that we so easily satirise is what people at the Channel Tunnel are desperate to have. They are fighting their way to be able to work in the Alpine Dry Cleaners in Hatch End. The right to purchase Good Housekeeping in the WHSmith on Bridge Street is as attractive a right as all those contained in the Declaration of Independence.

The Metropolitan Line from Pinner, change across the platform to the Jubilee Line at Finchley Road, is not quiet despair, it is salvation. Oh for delays caused by leaves on the line! Come bring me your apologies for inconvenience!

The heroes of history are those who do not fight wars; those who instead create a world fit for people to market non-stick frying pans and sell to each other oven-ready chips. Yvette Cooper. Jeremy Hunt. Not Julius Caesar. Or Fidel Castro.

Give me any day a politician who has been special adviser to the agriculture minister over a man on a white charger come to purify the nation and sweep away its corruption. For I well know who will be doing the sweeping and who will be the swept.

Give me special advisers and special offers. When people are trying things on in the changing rooms of Top Shop they are too busy to start transporting the Jews to the East.

We have toiled hard over centuries to create places like Oulu and Pinner, where we can live in peace and work in offices with desk chairs that swivel. Let the sun shine on Sunshine Desserts.




Not every age needs a Churchill or a de Gaulle

My mother’s life taught me the value of political moderation and to be distrustful of radical change and big ideas

8 February 2017

A couple of weeks ago I received in the mail a copy of a book called Survivor. It contained stunning portraits of Holocaust survivors taken by the photographer Harry Borden. And one of them was a wonderful picture of my mother, standing by the open door of the dining room at her house in Hendon.

Accompanying each portrait were a few words from the subject in their own handwriting. Next to hers, Mum had written: ‘I think of myself as a person, a wife and mother first and a survivor last.’

Last week, after a long illness, she died. And I have found myself standing by the same open dining-room door and thinking about what she had said. Here’s my attempt to make sense of it.

Whenever my mother told of her arrest and being taken to a concentration camp by cattle truck, she would always add that my father had spent much longer in such a truck when exiled to the Siberian borders by Stalin.

Partly this reflected her natural modesty. She found competitive stories of suffering utterly ludicrous, and was keen to undercut her own. But partly it was to emphasise the way in which the enemies of liberty, however different they look, produce the same misery and death.

Even as a child it wasn’t hard to absorb the simple political lesson. It was to be resolute in defence of democracy, free speech and the rule of law. When I was a student I was often offered dope, but refused it because Mum and Dad taught me never, ever to break the law. If you don’t respect the rules laid down by a freely elected parliament, where next? My friends remind me that I refused to tape records for them because it breached copyright.

As an adult, however, I began to understand better the subtlety of my parents’ politics. Actually, more than their politics, their way of looking at the world.

My mum’s favourite joke was ‘Apart from that, Mrs Lincoln, how did you enjoy the theatre?’ Indeed, when my father died, I returned in a hurry from watching Chelsea play Norwich City and my mother looked at me and said: ‘What was the score?’ (It was 3-1 by the way.)

The reason she found the Lincoln joke funny was that she thought nothing so absurd as a lack of a sense of proportion. It would have been a perfectly reasonable response to Belsen and exile for my parents to have had a hair trigger, to see the next Holocaust in every event, the next Stalin in every bumptious leadership figure. Instead, they went the other way.

My mother’s view was that if she lived her life as a ‘survivor’, she would be granting Hitler the ultimate triumph. She would live as a person, a wife and a mother. She would note not how similar events were to a fresh disaster, but how dissimilar they were.

My parents never involved themselves in a hedge (or any other) dispute with a neighbour, it was out of the question to disapprove of their children’s partners, they never took sides in rows on the synagogue council. It isn’t quite true that we children were never admonished, but they were remarkably tolerant. Even when I failed to realise that Copydex glue for carpets was intended for the underside.

The only time I remember being properly told off was for claiming, just before dinner, to be starving. Justly, my parents found my failure to appreciate what starving really was, offensive.

Inevitably, this all had an impact on their politics and on mine. It isn’t just that we find unbelievably stupid, people who put the Nazi emblem on the European Union flag or call it the EUSSR. It’s broader than that.

The great figures of history are often seen as those who are unreasonable in circumstances where reason no longer applies. Take Charles de Gaulle, for instance. He was stubbornly, almost insanely, unreasonable about small things as well as big ones. And his pettiness was his greatness. Through it he preserved the rights of France and secured its independence.

No one would argue that Winston Churchill was always reasonable or acted proportionately. Nor that, in different circumstances, Margaret Thatcher was either. There are moments in history for people willing and able to be incredibly bloody-minded and to appreciate that great acts of change or resistance are necessary.

But not every moment is like that and not every circumstance requires it. There is greatness too in the ability to compromise, to moderate, to accept with generosity the eccentricities and obsessions of others. It can be an achievement when nothing much happens.

America’s first president had his wars and his monument. America’s fifth president, James Monroe, cannot boast a great cathartic moment, or a spectacular military victory. Only a period in office known as ‘the era of good feeling’. But I know which president I would rather have lived under. There would be no Monroe without Washington, but what would be the point of a Washington if we were never able to enjoy the era of Monroe?

And not every political event requires courage and resistance. Sometimes acceptance and understanding are the right response. I notice the imprint of my parents’ politics on my view of leaving the European Union. I wanted to remain, but you know what? We’ll live. Even if the worst predictions of the economic consequences are correct, which they probably aren’t, we will live.

My parents thought political moderation was a virtue in itself. They regarded grand conspiracy theories as bizarre, and sweeping big ideas as unconvincing. My dad liked Harold Wilson precisely for the reason some of Wilson’s colleagues despised him, because he was a pragmatist who adapted to circumstances. I think politically Mum was happiest when she supported the SDP, though she admired John Major.

My mum didn’t want to live all her life as a survivor. She wanted a country that was free but also safe and stable. She didn’t want a turbulent politics that sucked in every citizen. She wanted reason and moderation and a sense of proportion so that she could do more than survive.

So that she could live, and love, and nurture and prosper. And, in the end, so that she could die in peace and tranquillity in her adopted home.




Once in a while just go for it, hell for leather

Moderation is fine for every day, but for one-off moments adopt an uncompromising, Steve Jobs approach

Oscar Wilde once said: ‘Everything in moderation. Including moderation.’ Although probably someone else said it first. This column appeared during the London Olympics, of which I’d always been a supporter.

8 August 2012

Enthusiasm for the Olympics has its critics. Someone wrote to me last week describing the whole thing as a disappointment, while complaining that there were so many empty seats. This reminded me of Woody Allen’s joke about the two Jewish women and the restaurant. ‘The food here is terrible,’ says one. ‘Yes,’ says the other, ‘and such small portions.’

One argument, however, I feel I have to take seriously. It goes, roughly, like this. It’s fun and all that, but we’ve spent billions of pounds and as many hours so that some people can run around in circles for a fortnight.

I’ve thought a little about how to respond to this and I feel the best way is by telling you about my one sporting triumph. I beat Sebastian Coe in an egg-and-spoon race. Not at school. As adults. He already had his gold medals. And there was none of this stuff he did against Steve Ovett, none of this coming back in his less good race later and being vindicated. He was just beaten and I won, end of.

The thing is, you see, that Seb turned out to run quite fast, faster than me (on the day). But he dropped the egg and I didn’t.

The egg-and-spoon race rewards moderation. If you run too slowly you lose anyway. Run too quickly and there’s a good chance that you will lose the egg. Egg-and-spoon suits both my athletic ability (although in the ten years since my famous victory, I’ve lost a yard or two of pace) and my attitude to life.

I am, in general, conservative with a small c. I am suspicious of big schemes, of people with a glint in their eye and a simple solution, of those with dogmatic obsessions who can’t resist hammering it home. I am all for the spirit of compromise, taking one thing with another, seeing if we can’t fold everyone into the solution. Naturally I suffer from the inevitable human failing of believing myself more reasonable than others think me, but you get the idea.

And the Olympics, the history of it, the conduct of the competitors and, indeed, the very fact of London 2012, is a contradiction of that idea.

At the end of last year, Walter Isaacson published his excellent biography of Steve Jobs. And it turns out that in many ways Jobs was dreadful. He was manipulative, egotistical, ready to trample over people to an extraordinary extent and his head was full of highly eccentric notions, particularly about his health and diet.

He was also simply brilliant. And there was a connection between his impossible personality and the impossible results he achieved. He insisted that his singular vision, his concept, however extreme and impractical it might seem, was delivered exactly as he had conceived it.

He was quite unwilling to compromise with anybody or even with reality. He ignored cost, or even whether the parts he wished to include in his new product existed. He thought anyone who couldn’t see things as he saw them was a fool and should be treated as such. He lied and cheated to get his way. And he succeeded.

This can’t be a rule for everyone’s behaviour. It can’t be countenanced. And even for one person, it can end in disaster, as with Jobs it often did. But the extremism, the insistence on seeing through his idea without challenge, that’s what made it so good. You can’t always be like that, but sometimes you have to be.

To follow the history of the Olympics is to be struck by the unbelievable dogmatism of Avery Brundage, for decades the leading light in the International Olympic Committee. He held to his ideas – that the Olympics should be for amateurs, and that politics should be kept out of it – to the point of madness. In the late 1950s he was still complaining publicly about the ‘well financed’ campaign in the 1930s against the Nazi Olympics of 1936.

Yet at the same time it is hard to avoid the conclusion that without this singular, blinkered, intense commitment – one that it would often have been hard for a reasonable, moderate person to justify – the Olympics would have collapsed long before London 2012.

Brundage’s behaviour was hard to tolerate, but perhaps sportsmen tolerated it because, at some level, they understood his extremism. Bill Furniss, the swimming coach, describes intense sessions with the great champion Rebecca Adlington as ‘sick-bucket sessions’ because they push her to the absolute limit. One of Adlington’s great advantages as a swimmer, her admirers explain, is her willingness to endure pain.

Who does that? And why? It is to achieve a moment, even if only a fleeting one, of uncompromised brilliance. She endures pain because she has a singular vision that brooks no opposition or interference. Not everyone can do it, and she can’t go on doing it for ever, but what it produces is something worth having. And something that can’t be obtained in any other way.

That’s what we’ve done with these Olympics. We achieved something great, something wonderful, because we went all in, because we brooked no compromise, because we stopped at nothing.

We spent millions and millions of pounds on an opening ceremony and then allowed one man’s vision to determine its content. It was, at points, more than slightly bonkers, but for the same reason it was worth watching. It never seemed like it was made by committee.

And then we spent billions on staging the Games themselves. We created Olympic lanes, and told office workers to stay at home, and covered Horse Guards Parade in sand so that women in bikinis could play volleyball on the parade ground. We took a ludicrous amount of trouble. We never said we couldn’t. We never said we wouldn’t. We just did it, whatever it took – to deliver it just right, without a corner being cut and without even common prudence calling a halt.

And what we have got has been worth it, even if it has been a bit mad. The fact that once in a lifetime we got it out of proportion has been the point. We couldn’t have had it any other way.

It isn’t a way to govern, of course. You’d run too fast and drop the egg, you see. I think my moderation is the right way most of the time. But I wonder if we couldn’t do it just occasionally. A new airport perhaps. Some people look at the Olympics and think: ‘Whatever next?’ And I think that’s rather a good question.




Peace and freedom: the blessings of capitalism

The great ideologies dispossessed my father. It was democracy that let him live and die in safety and contentment

7 September 2011

A little more than a week ago my father lifted his arms and did something that he had done countless times before, blessed his children as he ushered in the Sabbath. But he was doing it for the last time. When he had finished, his hands fell to his side. He died the next day, with the blessing as his final act.

He had known for several weeks that his illness was terminal, and each day he grew more tired. But through it all his mind remained as sharp as ever, which is to say very sharp. And so each night in those precious days before his death, I sat by his bedside and we talked, sometimes about his extraordinary life, sometimes about a task that still needed doing (updating, for instance, some references in the book he had been writing about Polish Jewry) and sometimes about the future of capitalism.

I didn’t find these odd topics, even though he was so ill. My father cited ‘conversation’ as his chief hobby, along with ‘not gardening’, and took both seriously. Yet with him, the small talk was never small.

Throughout my life we would discuss philosophy and argue about politics over breakfast. At dinner we might talk about problems of physics and maths, with a long discussion about how many cans of drink might be fitted into a fridge of a given volume. Both my parents, I recall from one Friday night meal, felt very strongly that it is insufficiently appreciated that a centimetre is not a proper SI measurement. 

The day after a debate on some ethical question I would often get a call, my father having sought clarification from a scriptural source or from one of his many reference books.

And all of this seemed so natural that it is only in writing it down now that it occurs to me it might seem a little eccentric to others. Oh, well.

Anyway, all this is to say that considering the future of capitalism counted as light chit-chat. Our latest discussions began because I had been reading some articles by journalists and commentators whom I respected, which argued that the Left had been correct about capitalism all along. Capitalism, they said, had proved to be a conspiracy of the elite against the masses. Karl Marx’s prediction that it was inherently unstable had been right.

I wanted to know what my dad thought because, as far as I could see, this argument contradicted the experience of his life.

In response he began, as he often did, by telling me a story. It was one that I knew – the one about the cocoa and the bones – but one that I wanted to hear again, just one more time. In 1941, when Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, my grandfather had been released from a labour camp, where he had been serving a sentence of eight years’ hard labour for having been, the communists judged, a ‘socially dangerous element’.

Leaving prison, my grandfather had joined the Polish Army Corps, had traced his family to the remote Siberian outpost where they had been exiled, and had managed to send them a little money.

After almost two years of starvation, my father and his mother rejoiced that they had some cash, and, their deportation order having been lifted, the right to spend it. My grandmother decided to go to the finest restaurant in the whole of Semipalatinsk.

In they went, a waiter took my grandmother’s coat and they sat down, each with a large and fancy-looking menu card. Yet as they requested items, they were told that unfortunately, today, this or that was off the menu. Eventually my grandmother was forced to ask: ‘Well, what do you have?’ Just bones and cocoa, came the reply.

My father never had much time for complaints that ‘consumerism’ was undermining the moral fabric of society. He thought it odd that people would regard it as a bad thing to produce items to buy and sell and to make a profit from them. He also thought that a gloomy view of Britain and Britons totally lacked perspective. The idea that ordinary people did not benefit from capitalism seemed to him too obviously absurd to require refutation.

However, the main benefit of capitalism was not, as far as he was concerned, money. Beyond the ability to purchase books and the occasional Indian takeaway, he was not motivated by accumulating wealth. He left an inexpensive Casio watch which, as a measurement scientist, he liked because it told the time accurately. What he really appreciated about liberal capitalist democracy is that it left him in peace. In peace and freedom.

A fellow detainee in my grandfather’s prison had tried to persuade him not to leave when he was released. They could stay safely in the camp, he said, and drink the meths in the hospital. On behalf of his family, my grandfather chose freedom instead. And though it brought many trials and years without land to call home, my father never doubted its virtue.

The great sweeping ideologies had been a failure. They had driven him from his home and from his life, killed his relatives, dispossessed his family. My dad took a rather dim view of those extolling Marx’s powers of analysis, which he found, to say the least, wanting. He supported capitalism for the small things that it brought – the suburbs, the rule of law, Brent Cross Shopping Centre. He was safe here. His family was safe here. The vast majority of British people are safe here.

In those last days, we discussed, too, how his life showed that it was, in any case, silly to think of Britain as some sort of free-market anarchy. My father had been on National Assistance when he first came here, had spent years in the coal mines working for a nationalised industry and had then spent the bulk of his career as a university professor.

Unlike those of us born here, my father became British on purpose, as a conscious act, one that he had thought about deeply. He never thought Britain’s leaders corrupt, or that the country was going to the dogs, or that our society was collapsing, undermined by its moral decay. He lived here proud of a nation that let him live, let him learn, let him teach, and let him practise his religion. He knew what it meant to be British.




Six reasons why I’m an uber-moderniser

David Cameron must not retreat from his progressive agenda

Just before the 2003 Conservative conference George Osborne, then still shadow chancellor, gave an interview in the Spectator in which he said that he ‘didn’t take the kind of uber-modernising view that some have had, that you can’t talk about crime or immigration or lower taxes. It is just that you can’t do so to the exclusion of the NHS, the environment and economic stability.’ I didn’t really disagree with this, but it was interpreted as George (who absolutely is an uber-moderniser) distancing himself from modernisers. So I thought it an opportunity to state some of my own basic views about Conservative politics.

3 October 2007

I am about to do something dangerous, something I might regret. I am about to allow myself to be labelled. The history of this is not encouraging. A few days ago Roy Hattersley wrote about how much he wishes he had not accepted the label ‘old Labour’.

And put it this way, the Tory ‘wets’ are no longer paying a grateful retainer to their branding consultancy.

But the boy can’t help it. I am an uber-moderniser. The moment the phrase was coined by George Osborne to describe the keepers of the Tory modernising faith I realised the term fitted me perfectly.

There are plenty of people who think that what David Cameron should do now is gently retreat from all that modernising rhetoric. It is all too ‘Blair’, they argue, and there isn’t enough in it for Middle Britain. I completely disagree. A sharp break from the strategy that lost three elections is essential. When Mr Cameron stands up later today, he needs to show that he still carries the modernising torch.

Here, then, is the uber-modernisers’ manifesto.

That optimism triumphs over pessimism

Tory modernisers argue that the Conservatives must talk about more than the economy. Quite right. But we uber-modernisers worry. We think that all this talk of the quality of life can easily lead the Tories to sound gloomy, angry, at odds with today’s society, banging on about anarchy on the streets.

And voters will come to associate the Tories with that pessimism, just as visitors to a car show associate the vehicle with the sexy woman sitting on the bonnet. Mr Cameron must talk of his confidence in modern Britain. A sunshine strategy, that’s what uber-modernisers want to see.

When you talk about them, voters learn about you

The Tory party members would cheer a vicious attack on Gordon Brown, but it would still be a mistake. Voters will not rely on Tories to tell them what to think about the Prime Minister. Instead they listen to Tory politicians and make their mind up about Tories. Are they reasonable? Are they pleasant? Are they in touch?

Last week there was a ludicrous call for [Labour minister] James Purnell to resign because somebody, without his permission, had photoshopped his picture to suggest he had been in a group photo. In fact he had been slightly late and photographed separately. Uber-modernisers regard calling for his resignation, as some did, as an indication that Conservatives still don’t get the point about being seen as reasonable and intelligent. And it’s an important one, since commenting about Labour is one of the main things that TV viewers see Conservatives do.

That to win, Tories must appeal to their core vote

This may seem a bit odd. Isn’t the whole point of modernising to move away from a core-vote strategy? Ah, but that depends on what you think the Tory core vote is.

Uber-modernisers argue that the real core vote for the Conservatives, the people who have elected Tory governments for a century, are the middle class, and particularly women. The experiences, views and aspirations of this core have changed massively in the past twenty years and the Tory party failed to change with it. Instead the party chased after new voters who shared traditional Tory prejudices. This group is too small, lives in the wrong places and is disinclined to vote Conservative.

A proper core-vote strategy requires a more liberal, tolerant Tory party in tune with working women and the modern middle class.

That brand decontamination comes before everything

The very start of the modernising journey was the realisation that a proposition that could win popular support became unpopular the moment it was advanced by the Conservatives.

So before you can make a successful public appeal on crime, immigration or, say, voucher schemes for schools, you first have to persuade the voters to trust the party. 

You have to remove from the party’s brand the idea that, for instance, it doesn’t care about public services and that it dislikes foreigners. You have to show that what matters to voters matters to you and matters more than your obsessions – say on Europe – and more than Westminster gossip.

While Mr Cameron has made some progress, personally, on this task, the party as a whole has a long way to go. Uber-modernisers are concerned that the party overestimates how far voters think it has come.

That the danger is having too much policy, not too little

When David Cameron became leader he was told by almost every commentator that he needed lots of policy. Not us Uber-modernisers.

Policies don’t win elections. Victory comes from voters feeling that a party is fit for government and preferably that voting for them is something to be proud of. And policies don’t tell people how you are going to govern either. The micropolicy produced in opposition by a research team too small to do it well forms only the smallest part of the real programme of a government.

So uber-modernisers were always concerned about having large numbers of policy commissions under light central control. And we were right. The confusing mess of unfiltered policy ideas has been very damaging.

In his speech Mr Cameron needs to make a proper argument, accompanied by big statements of direction on important issues, but not make lots of small, poorly thought-out policy promises.

That you must show as well as tell

It is not enough to say that you have changed. You must demonstrate it. It’s what you are that matters, not just what you say.

Since party reform is one of the few things an opposition can actually do, how you handle the party is vital. That means, for instance, that the leadership simply has to succeed in getting large numbers of women candidates.

And it also means the leader has to show he is strong. Party reform is not complete and Mr Cameron must not ignore it.

There is a long way to go before there is modernisation. Too much modernisation is certainly not the Tory problem.




MPs? Well, I can’t trust anyone. Not even you

The British public is feasting on hatred. One minute it’s estate agents, then bankers or foreigners. Who will be next?

This was written at the height of the MPs’ expenses scandal.

27 May 2009

I can’t. Believe me I’ve tried. And I know it would make my life easier. Occasionally in the last three weeks I have managed to work myself up into a state of righteous indignation for an entire hour at a time. I feel briefly as though I may be able to join in. But then it goes. Nothing I can do about it, I am afraid. The national anger, the frenzy, the fury about MPs and their allowances just passes me by. Actually, it is worse than that. I am afraid it makes me shudder.

When Princess Diana died I walked through St James’s Park and saw people, tears in their eyes, laying funeral wreaths for someone they had only seen on television. I remember then feeling outside the national mood, finding the intensity of the mourning slightly strange.

Yet I did, at least, find something uplifting in the emotion, even if I didn’t feel it myself. Sadness at the death of a young woman with two young children is, after all, compassionate, a worthy sentiment. I felt rather proud of my compatriots, if a little bewildered at their fervour.

The national mood of anger at MPs strikes me rather differently. It doesn’t bewilder me as the Diana wreaths did. I can see
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