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Each Britain gets the (re-)discoverers it deser¥es. Thatcher’s and post-Thatcher
Britain one of them, and perhaps the most intrépatrick Wright. His particular
field of exploration lies where two opposing foraeesshatch each other to create
tensions and paradoxes: on the one hand, thelfilercedernising thrust of a new
market economy dismantling the ethos and structfrése Welfare State, together
with traditional ways of living and thinking; ondfother, the resurgence of ecological
and cultural conservationism and the recycling atigh history in a new heritage
industry.

His three books so far explore these tensions amabpxes in different places and,
together, form a trilogy on a Britain that is desmitly no longer ‘Great’ On Living in
an Old Country;the National Past in Contemporary Britajpondon: Verso, 1985)

is a series of interconnected essays and storiieeguolitical uses of nostalgia,
revolving round the central story of the triumptetovery, in 1982, of the ‘Mary
Rose’, Henry VIII's flagship that had lain in thedof the Solent for more than four
centuries, and its coincidence with Thatcher’sngpn over the Falklands in the South
Atlantic. ‘The Falklands adventure made a new doatibn possible: this small war
enabled Thatcher to draw up the legitimising tiadg of the “nation” around a
completely unameliorated “modernising” monetaristggamme. This new and
charismatic style of legitimisation fused a valatisn of national tradition and
identity with a policy and programme which is funtentally destructive of the
customary ways and values to which it appeals6)18ther stories, some of them
bordering on the bizarre, focus upon the commaatifim of national heritage and the
English countryside as, for instance, in Shell'saatisement campaigns that have
linked motoring with the appeal to ‘Discover Britgior upon attempts to save
historical heirlooms from destruction that ranganirinstitutions like the National
Trust to quixotic individual initiatives like MisSavidge’s whoelsale removal of her
Tudor home from Hertfordshire to Norfolk.

A Journey Through RuinéLondon: Radiuus, 1991; Paladin paperback edit@ep;
enlarged Flamingo edition, 1993), dedicated to Usldygaret Thatcher, is brilliantly
misnamed: there is very little journeying goingiorhe book, which preserves a
classical unity of place in exploring the ‘Conditiof England’ by focussing on one
part of it - London’s East End or, more specifigatlackney or, even more
specifically, Dalston Lane. This epitome of Britauffices for this in-depth explorer
to study the history of the post-war Welfare Stateerms of the rise and fall of the
tower blocks and the coversion of Victorian ‘hedluses’ into luxury flats. The trope



that unifies this travelogue en miniature is amttiire: the fortunes of buildings lost
or perserved - buildings as small as Sir Giles &tli$cott’s red telephone boxes or as
large as tower blocks and country houses - oftsttbat change under the impact of a
new multi-ethnic population, or of whole ares fdrigh gentrification re-invents
historical roots. This involves a critical engagamwith the various conflicting
discourses of architecture and urban planning beid political implications - most
notably with Prince Charles’ indictments of an umgkish modernism in which, once
again, conservationism and a revivalist ‘VisiorBoitain’ is shown to be linked up
with a rejection of values that are part of thep@reat Tradition to which it appeals.

In his most recent booK he Village that Died for England; the Strangergf
Tyneham(London: Jonathan Cape, 1995; Vintage paperbaitioe 1996), Wright
moves from the town to the country. This move du&s however, come as a
complete surpriseA Journey Through Ruinbas already built a number of thematic
bridgeheads for it: country houses and the amhicaie of their conservation and
celebration, telephone boxes ancient and modemgetal detecting which, in its
anarchichally individualistic archaeology, providesapt metaphor for the author’s
own detection and discoveries. Here, for oncegWrellsone story - the story of
how Tyneham, the picturesque, even Arcadian vilagene of the most beautiful
stretches of the Dorset coast, was destroyedébgdlient of tanks, for which this
remote area of Hardy's Wessex has proved an idsahg ground and gunnery range
ever since the Great War. This one story exploa@sgever, into an intricate maze of
stories as it is mainly told in terms of the resgEmit has elicited locally and
nationally. What is at stake here is, again, covag®n - the conservation both of
historical monuments, traditional lifestyles and tiatural environment - and again
the issue of conservationism is made to functioa asgnifying glass that focusses
the wider political or ideological conflicts andrtcadictions of 20th century Britain.

Born in 1951, Patrick Wright has degrees in Engdligérature for the University of
Kent at Canterbury and Simon Fraser University,adan He turned to freelance
journalism in the ‘80s, has made various televisiaod radio programmes and writes
regularly for theGuardian,the London Review of BookihyeNew Statesmarhe
Observer andthe Independentin 1990 he was involved in organising the Victori
and Albert Museum'’s exhibiton Recording Britainftek may years of residence in
the more unfashionable parts of London (Stoke Ngteimand Hackney), which he
used to explore together with lain Sinclair, he Hwas near Cambridge.

This interview was recorded on 3 January 1997 & BBoadcasting House, London.

Mr. Wright, our interview will feature as the conding part of a collection of essays
called The Discovery of Britain a collection of essays that attempts to deliadait
the first time the history of the British touringapping and describing their own
country in non-fictional texts. These texts hdwehalf a millennium, contributed
vitally to constructing a sense of identity for gl or Great Britain that goes
beyond the merely geographical. We have chosemé#t@&phor of ‘discovery’ to
highlight the fact that the discovery of the newld@beyond the Atlantic actually
coincided with the first attempts by British cantaghers and chorographers



systematically to explore and describe their owantry in its entirety: both projects
started in the 16th century, you could say, andhlvegre tied up with a new sense of
national identity.

Yes, this is true; and all sorts of more aesthmiitventions of internal travel and
observation were produced in the same processl a@ee with you. There seems to
be a coupling in which the discovery and colonsabtf distant domains comes to be
combined with an often very fanciful ‘discovery what Britain itself may be.

So you find the metaphor of ‘discovery’ of Brith@pful? It is a metaphor after
all...

A metaphor yes, but one that is historically jiiesti, since many of the observers
who have made these interior journeys into Briterme explicitly presented
themselves as ‘discoverers’. If the metaphor ledisey it is partly because it reveals
the artifice involved in the process it describB$ainly, we are talking about a
rhetorical strategy rather than a literal procdstiscovery. This is true whether one
is thinking about those 18th century travellers Wdiscovered’ the picturesque in
places like the Lake District and the Vale of Faet) in Wales, or those more recent
internal voyagers who have set out to ‘discoveg’itiner city deprivations of East
London, unemployment on Glaswegian housing estatebe Kashmiri world of
Bradford. Like other literary conventions, thiseos fairly pliable: Britain has been
‘discovered’ from diverse and often contrary poimtview. The results of the
‘discovery’ can be used in very different ways tobm interested in the way a
particular ‘discovered’ construction of Britain,caperhaps especially of England,
was used as a kind of schoolhouse device all tneBtitish Empire. If you look at
what was being taught in Caribbean church schodlse 1920s or even the 1950s,
it's as if Beatrix Potter's Flopsy Bunny and Jemifaddleduck and all that stuff was
still running. Many people who later came to Britas immigrants, discovered what
it is like to arrive in a country that is wildly oaf harmony with its own carefully
fostered overseas image.

We actually have one essay on that particular tapigur collection, Tobias Doring’s
“The Empire is travelling back” contrasting suchpectations with first-hand
experience.

So | think this metaphor of ‘discovery’ is a potemte, but | also think that once you
have said ‘discovery’ you have to move on pretsf fa consider the context, and ask,
well, by whom, where and why, and at what time aitth what results? And then

one sees that the most beautiful or evocative #éspédiscovered England are often
tinged with fairly morbid contents, so that, fomexple, the most innocuous pastoral
celebration of ancient continuities in the landscapay be, not just historically false,
but functionally exclusive in the present. Leafgen England was an inspiration for
nineteenth century socialists, but it is also hetikt dear by people who can't stand
immigrants. These patterns are part of the stonyell.

Such discoveries or their descriptions are, indeatkly innocent

| agree, and yet they are not always entirely geither. One of the things that | was
most interested to discover while writing my lasbk, The Village that Died for



England,was that throughout the twentieth century thethigstradition of people
going out into the rural areas and trying to digraan England of connectedness: not
of picturesque views, not of landscape reducedsiceaic resource for urban visitors,
but an England of local vitality, which was stiil iouch with the traditions of the
yeomanry and peasantry, with crafts and pre-eancdoland rights too. Throughout
the twenties and thirties there was an increasidgbperate pursuit of relics, rural
relics, which told the story of an industrious,epeéndent and almost Guild Socialist
type of rural life - something that William Morngould have recognised and
approved of. Once you start looking at this, @adbattle with a rising urban and
touristic rural aesthetic, you realise that onecdivery can be very much in conflict
with another.

Of course there is a lineage too of one travetiging’ the place that the last one went
to. For a radio programme, | recently talked tohard Holmes, the biographer of
Coleridge. He has walked the parts of the weshitgwvhere Coleridge wrote many
of his poems, and has discovered the routes thatrgniicit in the development of the
narrative and metrical patterns of some of his pesms. Holmes was describing
how he found a cave that Coleridge had mentiondd aith great excitement,
discovered the letters ‘S.T.C.’ carved in the stoAemoment later he realised that the
inscription was recent, carved by another admites Wad gone there before him. So
there are these artificial traditions of initiaésnscribed on oak trees and limestone,
which are part of the history as well.

You yourself don’t use the metaphor of discoveay ittuch. The metaphors you use
are metaphors of archaeology, rather, or even daihaetection - you dig beneath
the surface.

The metaphor of discovery strikes me as easilydivas: it belongs in a tradition
that | would prefer to assess critically rathemtsamply sign up to. An imperial
explorer like Livingstone could go into darkest is& and discover things that were
then brought into modern colonial administratidbe# often with dire consequences.
But to pretend that a literary explorer can do himg similar in Britain is feeble

really - at best an ironically reversed imperiaheention, and more likely the last
resort of the voyeuristic ‘travel writer’ who carfford an air ticket, and who
certainly couldn’t administer even a bad coloniglth programme. The metaphor
is not one that | would use in the present, becattsek modern society confounds
simple ‘discovery’. What you find is complexitgrisions and this imploded imperial
imagery, which Britons both love and hate. Mdde about place, but I'm not
taken by the idea of a country to be ‘encounterethe style of darkest Africa, or to
be surveyed and then mapped from a single andisupeint of view - even if the
superiority is only presented now as outsideridh &s it often is by writers like
Bryson and Theroux. | feel more at home wigh idea of derritory where

various interests and forces are in movement ndéefrom local and sometimes
hidden deep beneath the immediate surface of thiraggd where economic, cultural
and political forces meet in ways that can seeth bocidental and revealing. So |
suppose | do have a conception that is more artbgieal.

| can tell you how | came into this though. 7091 went to the University of Kent,
which was a new university, founded five years esly and still shining on its
hillside overlooking Canterbury cathedral. Thesva lot of concrete and glass, and



endless construction work too. The campus couidi&ven boast a bush in those
days; they had only just planted the trees. Tls fiing any student of the humanities
was asked to do before arriving was to read Thdvieasn's The Magic Mountaina
great novel set in an isolated tuberculosis climgh up in the Swiss Alps, and with
hundreds of pages devoted to vast philosophicairaegts, many of them the
founding debates of twentieth century thought.atEhhow we began in this new
university where everything seemed absolutely erapborary - including the
curriculum, which was interdisciplinary, moderrastd, so | understand, more
culturally ambitious than it is nowadays.

| graduated in 1973, and didn't really know wtwtlo. Those new universities were
profoundly disconnected in their early days: no kipe style old boy network, even
for those who wanted to use it, and the distanedsbeen widened by much
publicised incidents of student rebellion etc. Thantry was all but immobilised by
industrial disputes and the oil crisis, and thasesowho had entertained vague
counter-cultural dreams of getting by on what usee called ‘the squatting/dole
nexus’, were having to wake up fast. As a studemay have spent a lot of time
gazing down through plate glass at Canterbury Gagthebut Britain then was not a
tranquil or dreamy place you might want to wri@vel books about. | had to make a
decision about how to get by, how to make a livihglid a bit of school teaching, but
quickly felt trapped. So | fled, | mean | left cawent to the west coast, where | had
friends. First California, and then Vancouver @n@da, a place where the sixties
seemed to struggle on for longer than elsewhetid the longest masters degree
ever. It took me five years in all, but then | alyg knew that when | was finished -
when the visa ran out - | would have to return tibai.

What was your dissertation project about?

| was writing about the literary modernists, abthwise people who were in London
before and during the Great War, particularly teefican Imagist poet H.D., who
later visited Vienna to go through analysis witkd€l. So there was a project of sorts
there, but at the same time | was in British Coliana province that is now much
more clearly orientated across the Pacific, butthas still full of colonial British
residues. You could go to a place called Victaaiamall city on Vancouver Island,
where there was a hotel called ‘The Empress’ wheople were still sipping
afternoon tea in a Victorian manner that bore faticnship to the England | had
grown up in. There was no connection betweenftbien expatriate dream of
England and the crisis-ridden country | had julit ISo | saw a staged version of
Englishness, which consisted almost entirely afhds, of red telephone boxes,
regattas and tea ceremonies which rivalled thengmgefor ritual. There was also this
fading assumption that if you came from Britain yeere OK - especially if you

came from a time before the recent decline! Tk some exceptions, but the
universities | attended had more than their fa@re of mediocre British academics -
characters who hadn’'t been able to get a job itaBrand who despised themselves
for being there and also their ‘dumb colonial’ ®ots. | made the decision, which
was mixed up with the usual personal confusiors, Itdidn’t want to be a Briton in
Canada.

So | came back to England with the old problemaf to make a living still
unresolved. | returned in 1979; it must have beenmer 1979. And | had to make



sense both of the country | had returned to andybwn distanced familiarity with
it. These layers of confusion were the startiomt for the writing | went on to do.
I got back just in time for my return to coincid@éwMargaret Thatcher’s election as
Prime Minister. And the minute she took over theson the higher education
system began in earnest. So | found myself sastratturally unemployable. |
mean, | never taught in a university and my fimbk On Living in an Old Country,
started out as an orphaned Ph.D. thesis. | wasteegd for a year at the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham Uniitgrdut | couldn't raise the
fees to continue.

You taught at polytechnics didn’t you?
Well, | taught very briefly.

And in one of your few autobiographical digressidriiink it is in A Journey
Through Ruingp. 42-46), you give us a brief account of....

...of falling out of the bottom of that system toléis quite true. | managed to get a
one-term part-time teaching job at a polytechni€aventry, teaching media studies
in a department of art historians. Many of theathed the very idea of media
studies, but they were desperate for student$esostarted this course that they were
not actually willing or able to teach. | joindaktlist of casualised visitors who were
drafted in to run it on a short-term basis. Peshdpad made the great leap up to the
bottom rung of the teaching ladder, but when | Exbkip all | saw was Keith Joseph,
Thatcher’s education minister, sawing it off witlnad look in his eye. So I let go,
and | ended up teaching literacy around the couritrgean, | spent a year teaching
people how to write business reports. | useddohesecretaries letter writing, and
mining engineers how to do public speaking.

So you taught remedial English?

Oh, absolutely, and remedial English turned outetanore interesting than | had
expected. Go into these organisational situatiowsitacan happen that you find
people who are able to write perfectly well to thebthers, their lovers, their spouses
and the rest of it, but in their work are rendeadbut illiterate. Sometimes they
certainly do lack writing skills, but often themability is connected to the fact that
they have no authority to make any decisions atatl how can you author anything
without at least some measure of authority? Steaiten | would be hired in to
teach grammar, and would actually find myself deplvith something that was quite
juicy, a problem that went to the heart of the vehoiganisational regime. So | spent
a lot of the early eighties travelling around tl@imtry on trains, staying in cheap
hotels - a time of floral wall paper and flip clgrt In spare moments | was writing
about what seemed to be going on in the natiornalrey and that was what became
my first book,On Living in an Old Countrywhich came out in 1985.

That book hit a nerve, albeit in a rather haphawnag The peculiarity of my
personal perspective as a distanced and prettyaédid returnee from Canada (it's
there that Britain is referred to as ‘the old doyi coincided unexpectedly with the
wider cultural and political trends that were aating the idea of tradition in the
national context. Margaret Thatcher was a modernigier project was to break



through the traditions of the post-war politicahsensus, yet it was plain in the early
eighties that it also involved the reassertioroldér continuities. | noticed, for
example, that the Falklands campaign coincided witnajor triumph of marine
archaeology, the resurrection of Henry VIII's flags the Mary Rose, which was
pulled up from the bottom of the Solent estuaryereht had been buried for many
centuries. It was all on national television, asdhat sodden hulk broke into view
the excited presenter announced that this wadittedime we have seen this in 437
years'. | was impressed by the parallels withFa&lands war, which happened at
more or less the same time, and the celebrati@swhicomed the triumphant task
force home: there again it was all about Mevhad gone and recovered something
that was truly ours. So | noticed coincidencethaf sort: this ‘we’ that was being
used in very different domains, and also thatthenda of conservation and
restoration of monuments and that stuff, which asgociates with fairly specialist,
innocent, affably British and perhaps almost eaoeptreoccupations, was becoming
metaphorically active at the centre of the natiandiure. Saving the heritage was no
longer a matter of propping up the falling wallsDafver Castle, say; it was much
more about armouring yourself against the threahefenemy within’. We have the
nation, that’s us, and then we have these thrédts.rhetoric of ‘Heritage and
Danger’ may once have belonged to community atsivéat historians and curators,
but suddenly it seemed to be all over the plaas.| Soticed that going on, and that is
where my first book came from.

You are not the only one who made that kind ofodisy. I'm thinking of a book like
The Invention of Traditiorof 1983.

Yes, Eric Hobsbawm’s (and Terence Ranger’s) boodt;the issue had also been
broached by people like Tom Nairn, who had lookeBraylish identity from the
point of view of a Scot who hoped for a loosenifighe British state. | would say
that this perception of tradition came out of tkie primarily. Conservatives have
tended to assume tradition, to want more of it,Amitto see it as this kind of problem.
But even on the left, it was a thin field at thaté¢. When | started writing on these
matters, in 1980 or so, | looked around for peeyie had thought about it before. |
remember going to the library to consult the caitiderature on ‘nationalism’ - for it
was obviously a form of nationalism | was observiAgd to my amazement, |
discovered that, with the exception of Gramscir{tbeing re-read by Stuart Hall and
others), the Marxist tradition - the left intellaeat tradition - hardly recognised
nationalism except as a third-world developmergtatiem or resistance movement.
The idea that it might exist in a developed Euawrpeountry like Britain, or come to
be lined up against the progressivism of the welfaate as seemed then to be
happening here, was apparently all but unthinkable

But this has changed, hasn’tit? Your projectastpf a larger movement. In the
last ten or fifteen years, quite a number of ratheod books have been written about
nationhood and constructions of nationhood, Berteiterson’simagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Sprefadationalism,for instance, or
Richard Holgerson’sForms of Nationhood

It was already emerging as a major theme. Lookak on it, my book seems to
have helped create awareness of the way in whigkecwationist, architectural and
curatorial concerns were being overshadowed byderoaational issues - ghosted, if



you like, by at times thoroughly morbid social pule. People involved in
museums, archaeology and similar fields found ttwgoccupations highly active in
their metaphorical significance. Their sense oéegancy, especially, was finding
wider social resonance. For many years, the cmees tactic had been to identify
a valuable ‘heritage’, and then denounce the ‘des\@glereatening to encroach on it.
Anyone who questioned this polarising rhetoric ey to be condemned instantly
as being on the side of the vandals. | have neagrany argument with the
campaigners who tried to stop speculative redevedop of the sort that gutted many
European cities after the Second World War, Butwiiiés idea of heritage goes into
wider circulation and is used in a more diffuse wigan become decidedly
guestionable; and that certainly happened in Britathe post-war decades.

Hobsbawm and Ranger’s bodke Invention of Traditiormade a very strong
argument about the ways in which tradition mayyeteetically created by governing
regimes at any particular point in time. My owewion the ‘invention’ of tradition
was that basically it's true, but then you mustglyi move on to a second question:
so what? In bad uses of this argument, you quigg&tyinto a situation where you're
behaving as if it is enough to point out that ditran is ‘invented’ - as if that was a
total falsification, and therefore the end of thatter. But in fact that is where
guestions should start not end. If traditionssamethetically created, then you have to
ask why and consider how they work. You also havecognise that there may be
considerable authenticity in the way in which peogkperience and think about
invented traditions, and that demands careful hiagdlcertainly not just facile
deconstruction.

You often chose to write about small, apparentgneanecdotal events, and to build
up a larger picture through them. As, for instanibe British telephone boxes that
feature both inA Journey Through Ruirend in The Village that Died for England.
Why?

To describe someone as an anecdotalist would, umdey circumstances, be to
insult them. It implies triviality, an inabilityotlook beyond minor occurrences, and
not being able to distinguish the wood from thegre But | found myself fascinated
by fragmentary events that seemed to have a ceadioactivity about them, and
then started exploring and, as it were, unpactiegh. Partly this suited my
circumstance - | didn’t have the time for concetetlavork. But | also developed this
method, if one can call it that, at a time whertiBhiintellectual culture, or at least the
part | was involved in, was locked into the mosliduously abstract theory. This
stratospheric conjecturing got a few people intad&enic jobs or onto the North
American conference circuit, but it also madentast impossible to detect the
changes that Thatcher and others were carryingrothie ground. I'm not at all sure
that it was helpful for the next generation of s, many of whom never seem to
have made it through the endless reading list.

It's true that telephone boxes do loom quite langay books. That is partly because
they were the symbol of public service that Engtishservatives finally felt obliged
to defend in the eighties. But there is sometleisg about these small occasions
which can then be proved to have much more gesayaificance. They reveal that
there is a role for critical elucidation, that salities do exist, that there are deeper
coherences to be found even in apparently supgréeents. For me this is the best



legacy of the western Marxist tradition - I'm thing of writers like Ernst Bloch,
whose bookeritage of these Timefgscinated me in the early eighties, and Walter
Benjamin too.

He also had that gift for focusing on seeminglglerant, meaningless details and
then reading them as significant signs...

...and of finding epic currents in apparently supdfitittle dramas. All my books
have been written at a time when the political amellectual framework that | come
from - the left wing intellectual tradition of cultal and historical analysis - has been
in considerable disrepair. It has not been adugnhand a lot of energy has gone
into entrenchment and holding on to already esthbtl and sometimes wholly
inadequate positions. But if you go out and labkvhat is actually going on around
you, Yyou can still find things out, and, more impot, you can get ahead of yourself
and into situations that demand more than themewtpplication of a threadbare
interpretative framework. So it's a way of keapthings open, and certainly not of
proving that absolutely everything can be explaifiech the same static point of
view.

What you are calling your anecdotal method... do see that as in any way related
to a larger epistemological sweep over the lastyhyears: the farewell and the
goodbye to the ‘grand recit’ to the ‘grand narrati? What we have is stories rather
than History, and in many stories we have detaild these details can be luminous,
or they can be made luminous. My metaphor of “hous details” is taken from

Ezra Pound - you never mention Ezra Pound, bubbms in the background of some
of your book.

* |read Pound a lot when | was in Canada, and lterésted that you should
mention him now. | haven't made any deliberatévé¢ions there, but | got my
bearings in that North American school of poetitere the poem is ‘a field of
meaning’, and I've since learned to appreciate whaelderly Pound meant when he
wrote about the difficulty of making things ‘cohérestudied with Robin Blaser, a
poet who put his own emphasis on the idea of ttawyi. And | learned a lot about
the possibilities of place from the writings of Clea Olson, an American and partly
‘Poundian’ poet - an ‘archaeologist of morning’his own phrase - who wrote an
epic series callehe Maximus Poemabout his home town of Gloucester in
Massachusetts.

I'm not talking about political positions. I'm tahg about the textuality of your texts
which, like Pound’s texts, are texts that bringailstand make them luminous. Whole
stories are opened up in details, and also theytexes that introduce so many
characters, so many positions and so many voiSesne of the details you introduce
are individual characters. What | find so impressabout your books and
particularly about The Village That Died for Englang the wealth of characters.

It's amazing what you find when you scratch theugiain the right places. | look at
mainstream histories of British culture in the 26é&mtury and | am depressed by
them. The same writers are likely to feature, witle given a bit more emphasis and
another thrust back towards the shadows. Itistae writers are all dipping into the
same filing cabinet, and then writing in order toye that there is really nothing



more to be said. With a lot of this writing yoetgo sense either that the period was
alive with danger and tension, or, more generétigt British culture has produced
the most extreme eccentricities of attitude - amdaover that some of the most live
stuff is right over there in the margins. A largatmof myThe Village that Died For
England is concerned with the twenties and thirties,d gt there is only the

slightest correlation between the writers andkéin featured there and those who
appear in Valentine Cunningham’s recent book eritarary culture of the thirties.

As for the other matter, of finding a diversitywafices and allowing details to speak,
well I am all for it. Minor and accidental thingan be pregnant with meaning and
indication, but only if at some point you're prepdito say that you don’t exactly
know where you'’re going. In that sense | amagdl writer, albeit one who travels
with the help of archives and old books ratheantlocomotion. But | don’t actually
know where I'll end up when | start these books.

They just coalesce gradually?

I work them through. When | startdthe Village that Died for England thought |
was dealing with an entirely post- Second World \&tary. | had noticed this
moving but also banal story - an anecdote, to be swabout this remote and
insignificant place called Tyneham that kept surfgén newspapers and radio
programmes. They called it ‘The village that diedD-Day’, and talked about the
way it had been evacuated during the war. It wasnar story of patriotic sacrifice,
which was then betrayed by the post-war peace. village was never returned to
civilian use, and with it went one of the most bi#alstretches of the southern
Dorset coast, the heartland of England, part ohfdmwHardy's Wessex. Now, to
begin with | thought this story began in the Secwvarld War, because it was about
the village that was evacuated. And | wanted fitevabout it as a kind of fable that
dramatised energies and problems in the post-waydg)eBut of course as | started
digging, | realised that | was into something midee an English Pompeii, and that |
had to go much further back. | didn’'t know whatds going to find. | had no idea |
was going to come across Rolf Gardiner, for exantpkefather of the conductor
John Eliot Gardiner, and his extraordinary conmextiwith theVandervogel
movement and thBeutsche Freischamyith, as it turned out, some more disastrous
aspects of the German twenties and early thirties.

What you unfold is a whole spectrum of politicasiions; there is fascism and
communism, the orthodox Stalinist Communism of&&8ytwnsend Warner, the
poet....

entirely, mixed with Bloomsbury high-mindedness...

... and then you get a number of esoteric, anatard ecological groups. Indeed,
the book works towards presenting England or Bmitai epitome or microcosm.
What you present is a model for something greatan the sacrifice of a village. |
think that it is the ‘pars pro toto’ form of repmastation that holds your books
together, that all your books share.

| decided early on that | wanted to write aboutdni, and | wanted to write in the
present. |didn’t want to adopt an entirely litgraoice because, although | come
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from and am informed by literary studies (I meam inore that than I'm a
sociologist or historian) | couldn’t make any bétavailable genres work for me. |
wanted a contemporary prose that could be des@ipnalytical, dramatic as well as
more personal, and sometimes more journalistic tamuld have tried to write
fiction, and | could have tried to become a striagwn-the-line literary historian,
but the subject matter | was after didn’t make #uatl of sense.

The question of unity was certainly also an is€iee of the problems of working
within a geographical framework is that you'reemfistanding in something like a
field full of rabbits, which are endlessly dartiimgo different holes in the ground.
You could be following them in a hundred differelimections for ever. But | still
prefer to be somewhat disorganised around a chulaea than to try squeezing
everything into a simplistic chronological unityatimposes an external shape. |
wanted a much more open form, and that was the poimhich | decided to opt for
territory over genre. Mind you, | don’t think thsthe same as writing purely local
history. Publishers and booksellers may sometenesup filing these books under
‘local history', but I think that’s quite wrong, gy because that idea of the ‘local’
implies its own diminishment of place. Anyway,lasid earlier, | think a territory is
very different from a place on a map. It's got mdimensions, its not all resolved,
and it doesn’t disclose itself along a single pecsipe. It's an argument as well as a
locality, and if you work it through properly, ydufind it's a microcosm too, just as
you say.

There’s actually a time-honoured term for that, tioe description of places, and that
is ‘chorography’. It is, as Bernhard Klein showshis essay in our collection, as
well-established genre of describing a certainitery in the Renaissance. Still, you
do it differently from the chorographers of the gdvlodern period, who tried
systematically to enumerate all the facts and asska place: you focus on one
rather small territory, say Dalston Lane in Londam, Tyneham in Dorset, as small-
scale models for the modern British city or the l&hgcountryside, and then, still
within that territory, you again focus on particulaspects.

That’s right, and I've had some interesting argutm@fout this over the years.
Raphael Samuel, the late people’s historian, tsee rather wary of my approach,
which | think he thought violated the participat@thics of local testimony. He
remarked, for example, that it was odd to writewdhigalston without paying due
respect to the richness of local dialects, Cocloregtherwise. I’'m not opposed to that
kind of testimony, even if it can rapidly becomatgeental, but rather than just
trying to document the human flora and fauna di@sen territory, | wanted to use
that territory as a yardstick, a kind of analytidalvice. So | chose a place that is not
just small but, in its social and cultural conteatso as intensified as possible, where
sharp differences exist, which is full of historndayet free from any uniform design -
including one that might be imposed in the naméefitage’. And then | used it as
a prism through which to trace wider stories.

And how do you find your territories?
With A Journey through Ruing,was a matter of waking up to where | was algead

| used to walk down Dalston Lane twice, three, fdwe times a day, and yet | had
never really noticed it, except | suppose in acanceg with the usual welfare state
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perspective of deprivation etc. And then | looked realised, well, here we are in
this absolutely modest and ordinary stretch of Easton, with its rotting Victorian
buildings, its hard-pressed shop keepers, its @hhas-stops, its hobbling public
library and its famously corrupt police staticamnd this huge transformation called
Thatcherism is taking place, shaking things ouheir customary affiliations. Being
unusually dishevelled, Dalston Lane was partlg Bkposthumous relic of the world
gone by. But it was also like a history book: Ymuld see fifty years of failed
social idealism in its charity shops alone. Anidcaurse, thanks to the political
changes of that time, it was also undergoing wiakted like terminal shock
treatment. Everything seemed slightly disconneaed slightly raw. Then |
discovered that the street had been schedulecefoolition for almost the entire
length of the post-war period, and its unlikely\sual gave it extra resonance in the
year or two after Margaret Thatcher had been depbgdier own Conservative Party.

This also led me to thinking more generally altbatplace of the inner city in the
wider British imagination. To read a certain kimioBritish social commentary,

which can be found in a liberal paper like Beardian as well as in tabloids like the
Sun you would think the inner city was a place wheeeple got mugged and raped
and robbed, and where ‘multiculturalism’ was a mdijsaster. In reality, terrible
things do happen in East London and other inngracg¢as. Yet despite their
problems these areas are, for most of the tirtehlesand even quite industrious
places where people spend an awful lot of timeraping and mugging and robbing
each other. So | wanted to use Dalston to medkar@istance between the reality of
the place and this constant rhetoric of onlookirgement. | wanted to use it to
trace the story of post-war social policy. loalganted to get into the mix of the city
a bit, and to give at least some expression toditacteristic inner city style of
perception, where one person’s take on the plagevier the same as anyone else’s. |
like that aspect of city life very much: that ifyoe a sympathetic city dweller, you
know that the way you see and use the city is emgy one part of the story. It's like
common rights applied to the urban street: we \aali interpret and use the place, in
the full knowledge that people with other backgmsiare at the same time doing it
very differently. That urban outlook is quitdfdient from the rural way of thinking
about place, which, at least in its traditionatertdl expression, is all about continuity
and deep settlement, single vision and organicigits.

So Dalston seemed to assemble itself in my méndnaote that book, and | decided,
well OK, I'm just going to stick with this smallrgtch of street, and I'm going to use
it as a measuring stick for the things that semimethappening around here. | used to
research on my feet, often in the company of lamciSir, the poet and novelist, who
has been digging into that patch for many yeavs. nid I'd written it conventionally

it would have been a study of fifty years of entegied social policy, starting with the
relief schemes developed during the blitz, whidhtise precedent for the later welfare
state. | was writing the book in the fiftieth aveisary of the Blitz, when so many
elderly East Enders were getting out into the paakd they were flying Lancasters
and Spitfires overhead to commemorate the RAF adswlcampaigning for statues to
Bomber Harris - the man who blew out the lungsliahase people in Dresden.
There was something desperate about this delayathemoration, with its

insistence on a war memory that nobody had thotagimark with statues in the years
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immediately after the war. So | was seeing thearttiat memory, and thinking
about what had happened to the Welfare State éma¢ out of the Blitz.

So the book does not just tell stories; the stateadd up to something, and | think
that would also apply tdhe Village that Died for EnglandOne way of putting what
they add up to is a sort of apocalyptic vision,athii find to a certain extent
disturbing. The subtitle & Journey Through Ruinss already apocalyptic The
Last Days of London The tanks ifhe Village that Died for Englandre in
themselves an apocalyptic image: they might coraght from the Book of
Revelation, actually.

And indeed, for the inventors and first observdrhose machines, they did.

The Village that Died for Englandgain death, ‘things coming to an end,’” a Yeatsian
phrase which you take up occasionally. What dieasapocalypse consist of? Is it
the end of the Welfare State? Isit...

That’s a very good question. When | was writhagourney Through Ruinand gave

it the subtitle The Last Days of Londothe publishers were so depressed that in the
end | was persuaded to put another, rather stubititle into the third edition. But in
truth it was and iThe Last Days of LondorRartly that title came from my
observation that in the late eighties there wasrsiderable interest in debris in the
avant garde galleries, a sort of postmodernisbecat®n of ruin, garbage, junk. Even
the imagery of the old slum interior that reformieasl worked so hard to abolish
twenty years earlier, was being rehabilitated pregented as if it was a kind of
ready-made art installation. So partly, wheriked about the last days of London, |
was referring to this sort of morbidity, to whapp&ns to an avant garde culture when
it loses its social or political base. And thevaasis that it gets onto the rubbish tip.

| called this the aesthetics of the second blitgraanticisation of the ruins of the
welfare state.

At the same time, | allowed that phrase to stana sigbtitle because there is a more
serious sense of finality in the book. A few peoghid, this is far too negative, of
course London isn't ending. And that is true i® @ense, although in another and as
you must know, coming from Berlin, death and rébate part of the fabric of every
city’s life. And what was in its last days in thendon | was writing about was the
post-war settlement, the idea of planned reformhiiad emerged after the Second
World War. That whole idea of the city that wasb#orebuilt by the enabling state
was dying, both from the failure of its own worksid from the attack unleashed by
Margaret Thatcher - an attack that included th&isgmof the Greater London
Council. The whole structure of that civic undangting was being taken to pieces,
and hideous ghosts were surfacing from a supprd3s&dnsian past. | remember
using one episode in particular. A body was foflodting in a shallow ornamental
pond in one of Hackney's public parks, and theas this terrible account in the
Hackney Gazettef how it had been there for weeks. Kids had bstymg and
sailing their model boats around it, and the podind park officials had shared the
same illusion: namely that it was just a black ggebbag. Hackney's refuse
collection service was in its usual abysmal statel, everyone had assumed that this
drowned man was just another abandoned bag ofstubl&o that is what ‘the end’
was about, and | certainly wasn't intending to bedge it.
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Meanwhile, the whole political culture, and cartgithe whole public sector,
was becoming increasingly dominated by a curiousagarial realism, of which we
have certainly not yet seen the end. Where orere thsed to be a sense of cause and
effect, people started to talk endlessly aboutriged about ‘managing change’, as if
they were surfers on a wave for which no one cewfoect them to take any
responsibility. Euphemisms like ‘creating undersgy started to be used in place of
more honest phrases like ‘cuts’.  This sort ohagerial language now covers vast
areas of urban administration and policy. If yoal at what stands for policy in the
Labour Party nowadays, it is exactly that sortdefa. The old levers of state power
have been sold off or miniaturised over the ye&Ganservative government, and
what stands in their place is often only this wigidktached rhetoric of efficiency.

All the public policy think tanks, and all the pd®pvith an eye on the main chance as
it is likely to be under Tony Blair seem to be aiirg with this language. So it

looks to me as if the moral and political centrgo$t-war public administration has
disintegrated too. Now there was enough wrong thitise ideas to prevent one
falling into simple lamentation at their passirBut there is still this gaping hole in

the political culture, which no amount of markettatk can hide. So | suppose that
an apocalyptic tone was part of the business ofimgghe loss of those anchors.

But don’t you find yourself with strange bedfellawshat sort of construction of
post-war English history? Say, with Prince Charbesvith Roger Scruton?

| don’t regard them as bedfellows at all. | didtevat some length about Prince
Charles, but then it seemed to me that that heahadteresting moment in the
eighties, before the Royal soap opera turnedardcama of marital infidelity, and
when the Labour Party was so demoralised thateted no effective opposition at
all. Thatcher was shaking the country to pieced,Rrince Charles, who is
constitutionally excluded from addressing mainstregmlitical issues, was poking
about in the margins picking up apparently periphisssues on which he could
legitimately take a view: the paranormal, enviremtalism, the inner city,
architecture etc. There is a fair measure ofmticity in Charles, and plenty to
suggest that his outlook is close to that of tkdeTmries, who defended an idea of
ancient English hierarchy against the transformatif the free market. But it was
still the case that many of the themes he pickeih tipe eighties, turned out to be
politically far more active than he or his advseould have expected. So suddenly
there was Prince Charles, talking about public imguand civil liberties - admittedly
only in Romania - and taking the side of the urpaar. | was interested in that, but |
never saw it as an answer to anything and | woelénhave joined the camp.

No, Idon’t see myself as sharing common grourt @ither Prince Charles or
Roger Scruton. Both of them seem to lament theipg®f a particular version of
English identity - more English than British. ml'interested in tracing out that
particular mode of thought. But | don’t subscribat. | reserve the right to be
moved by the sight of an ancient English landsa@agearn, but if you put me down
in Tyneham village as it was before it was destigyevould be itching to escape.
What Scruton and perhaps also Prince Charles trégtbe loss of a time-sanctioned
social hierarchy and the untidiness of mass demgcream against the sort of blithe
history-less perception that is simply embarrassedhere we come from, but I'm
not on the side of these Conservative lamenténsy to reveal the emotional basis
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and power of this nostalgic outlook, but | alsg prarticularly inThe Village That
Died for England,to show the pathological consequences of defigimgiand in
purely insular and perhaps also thoroughbred terms.

Do you see yourself with this project as beindhmtradition of British travel

writing? Let us take Cobbett'Rural Ridesfor instance, and your books. There are,
of course, enormous differences, but there ardasiities as well. Cobbett has got
one big theme, and that is the destruction of adttice and rural life and culture
through enclosures, ‘tax-eaters,’ tithes and theagous growth of London, the ‘all-
devouring Wen’ You also have one big theme. thidsambiguities, ambivalences,
ironies of the relationship between modernisatiod heritage. But there is once
crucial difference: Cobbett knows exactly whatudidoe done, whereas with you one
wonders, and doesn’'t know exactly what your pasiigo In The Village that Died

for England,| have the impression that you are celebratingvtlb@derful weirdness
and richness of the discourses about Tyneham:stastfalinist, esoteric, ecological
and so on. But if in the end one asks onesed#t wbuld you actually like to see
done about Tyneham, there is no answer. Whemriesdo Dalston Lane in London,
there is again a wealth, a rich mine of insightslao on. If one asks oneself, what
does he want to be done, one only gets suggeséisasurrent one of them being that
state intervention should be more effective...

Possibly... Let’s take this in stages, becausether several things here. On Cobbett
and travel: in some senses | would describe mgsedin anti-travel writer. My sense
is that travel writing has been full of spuriou®#sism in recent years. Publishers
pour out countless travel books by people who waigeed in perfectly reasonable
middle class houses in various parts in Englantiwbio feel obliged to fly off to the
Andes or the darkest jungle somewhere. Nowherafésfeom the British travel-
writer. We’ve had all the possible encountdre:traveller might meet a hostile
pygmy or a bear and perhaps have an amorous eecaurtivo. This is really an
ironic, or perhaps just farcical, restaging of otdonial attitudes, although
unencumbered by any version of the old white mhntslen. The key question in
many of these books seems to be how far you hage kefore your more or less
conventional British attitudes start to seem irgéng. There are exceptions of
course, from Robert Byron in the thirties, to Chata/In Patagonia,and some Colin
Thubron too. But to judge by some of these bptileswhole wide world has
become a laboratory for testing out minor Britigfitades. What | wanted to do was
to see what happens if you turn that conventiomndepdown and venture into your
own landscape, with an eye to thick rather tham d&iscription. Of course, | knew
that there is a contrary tradition of that too.

This is what our book is about: the tradition tiséetches, let’'s say, from John
Leland and William Camden in the 16th century téd@eand Dr. Johnson in the 18th
century, Cobbett in the 19th century and Priestliegl Orwell in ours - a great
tradition, | would say!

It is a great tradition, and | see that. Wherakworking on my first boglOn

Living in an Old Countryl came across all these forgotten inter-war badiaut the
English countryside, published by companies likéstad - books about the old
green roads of England in which people walked ain@y the cities and also from
their memories of the 1914-18 war, and followediemictracks up onto the limestone,
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or the chalk Downs which had such unique and camgagjualities for many of these
early twentieth century hunters of rural virtuehe$e books are often full of a
passionate urgency about the places they desbub#hey are valueless now,
unwanted and scarcely even worth the time it wealkeé a second hand book dealer
to catalogue them. | came across a volume cesearalled ‘The Highways and
Byways of England’, and it was then that | thoughtrying to revive this almost
entirely defunct genre for my own purposes. | hadlesire to be too assertive or
explicit about this. But that was where | got tidiea of working with small stretches
of minor road. Those pre-war writers would dwellraral landscape, folk traditions,
rural crafts, local building materials and probatdyers and butterflies too. | was
more interested in matters like social conflicemory and utopian aspiration. But it
wasn't just a post-modern spoof. | like the idé#hat kind of close observation. |
do use my English lanes as ways of addressing widdters, but | think there is still
a kind of patriotic edge to it. | suspect I'm manehe tradition of moral outrage
than of placid bird-watching pleasantries.

Indeed, the tradition of William Cobbett! In casst to him, however, your books are
not travel books because there is hardly any lodaman them, to start with, and
you, as a traveller, are almost invisible in themstead of dramatising yourself - as
has happened so often in older travelogues and ew@e so in contemporary travel
writing - you try to fade yourself out; you do makdy very occasional appearances,
where you speak about yourself, your own attitudesean. you are there
everywhere, but you are hardly ever present agsopein the foreground, who
comments upon things.

I think there is a huge difference between whai bdd the activities of some of these
more light-footed and, let it be said, incompayahbre successful writers like Paul
Theroux [inThe Kingdom by the SeB983] or Bill Bryson [inNotes from a Small
Island,1995]. They pass through, rarely bothering tk ltwaice, just taking a note of
the appearances as they go. Both Bryson and Théwol a quick glance at the
gunnery range that | wrote abouflihe Village that Died for Englanénd Theroux
didn’t even stay long enough to discover that hasékwvas disturbed by tanks rather
than artillery, as he assumed. But then for lenfirst impression is the whole point,
and it hardly matters if its right or wrong.

As | say, | think the difference is between thasid thin description. To begin with, |
don’t expect my localities to reveal much untieie been there many times over a
number of years. | made repeated visits to th@dey of The Village that Died For
England - starting in the spring of 1984, when | went dotvere to look for the
landscape that haunts Mary Butts’ novels. So etseen the place change over ten
years, and watched many people come and go tiom not interested in the one-
dimensional map. | like to see the movement obhjsand of power in a place before
| start guessing at the dimensions of it. And wigdpened to me in Dorset was that,
in a period when everything is being made verylgimin the name of ‘heritage’ -
same marketing devices, same logos, same roadsans, sort of idea of how you
display and exploit history - | found a genuineigtbrical 20th century landscape
that, for obvious and explosive reasons, had eskcye simplistic sort of exposition.
It was a place one could really think about thewanwith, and if | still like the book

it is because | reckon that on that very localifséag range, | found a story that is
uniquely telling about modern English culture.
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Similarly, with Dalston Junction and the urbanitery of A Journey Through Ruins:

I had lived in that part of London for fifteen ysarl do my fair share of walking
about and going from one place to another, buihkthrobably | see my role much
more as a sifter and as the person who tries tthlags bare, and to dramatise the
meanings in a place. Cobbett, as you say, wagdommething quite different. To
begin with, he knows what he thinks. He is theité a clearly defined social and
political outlook doing the business, gatheringlewice. | don't feel that | have the
answers to the problems that come up, and | der’itsas my role to tell people what
to think. If | make autobiographical appearancethése books, it is partly in order to
establish that they aren’t written from an omnistier universal perspective. And
anyway, in this time of dissolved political cerii@gs, it is at least better than nothing
to keep questions, complexities and also potetitiglopen.... In the meantime, so to
speak....This is meantime writing.

So the local history shelf would be the wrong stuelthe these books?

I think so. I'm not a localist, even though | Ugealities to articulate what | take to
be bigger themes. But the books do end up orotta history shelf, which can be
very frustrating. A Journey Through Ruingot coded as an east London book, and
The Village that Died for Englandsometimes turns up alongside bucolic ‘country
living’ books, although | think having any referento ‘death’ in your title makes for
some awkwardnesses there. By and large, the caomehacademic historians ignore
them, sometimes identifying them with the very dtads they criticise - insularity
and weak-minded rustic nostalgia - which, | guassans that they don’t bother to
read them.

Well that’s the consequence of falling between ggrisn’t it

Yes, but where else is there to be? These boakdrtbexist without falling

between genres - a problem for marketing peoplendufor the people who do
actually seek them out and read theithe Village that Died for Englananay well

be locally situated, in that contested landscaperatwo versions of the English
pastoral - the downland being one and, as | attpgeank being another - have been
in collision for seventy years. But what kepe digging away down there was
precisely its wider ramifications. We all knowy fexample, that environmentalism is
good. But nobody ever seems to map the histotlyeofireen or conservationist
impulse. It's always expressed in terms of immiedreecessity, an immediate appeal
to the good. And yet on this patch of Dorset, Whiampaigners have been trying to
‘save’ from the military for the best part of setyegears, one could see its history -
that it has had very different and at times cornttady expressions, some positively
alarming. That was one of the wider stories | afésr. And as | proceeded, | found
that this small area of Dorset was indeed a gemnmioceocosm, and that the tension
between the tanks and the landscape took a differgralways telling shape in every
decade. So the book became a kind of narrativerkyistf 20th century English
utopianism, and a seriously bizarre story it turoatito be. Strange, for example, to
find the army, which for decades has been opposé¢eadespoiler of this landscape,
now playing the green card itself, and claimindpawe conserved this landscape from
even more inappropriate use. These days, evesh#iecraters are described as
habitats for rare downland plants.
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And what makes it so bizarre is the range of ideadi and utopias from the extreme
left to the extreme right.

Yes, there too | think the story is broadly alldgak  We do seem to live in a century
where the edges of the spectrum curl up and méetou go to the left now in British
political culture, you will find ideas that, fiveegrs previously you would have found
on the anti-statist right. This cross-over is gdnivhat is being captured or revealed
in these books, and it is especially pronouncedwtheomes to ecological themes.
Somebody once told me that | liked to confuse timeg leads, but I think its history
that’s done that, not me.

Let’s take the Gardiner family as an example!

An interesting case, to be sure, and all expresseaistretch of land that runs along
the edge of Cranborne Chase, a chalk plateau ithNDmrset. The land is presently
farmed organically by John Eliot Gardiner, wholsaa major international
conductor, known not just as a driving force in gélughentic instruments movement
and the founder and director of the Monteverdi §Humit for his strong use of
rhythm, particularly in early polyphonic music. Mysearches were concerned with
the generation before that, and with John Elicteér, Rolf Gardiner, who
campaigned for Tyneham in the sixties. He wasresgaine military occupation of
that land, which he saw as the culmination of tleelenn state’s extinction of the
organic rural way of life. He also opposed a naiclastallation that was built nearby
with all the usual, soon to be broken, promisesraassurances. Once the army
were removed, he had plans to turn the Tynehamigi@a pilot project for the
symbolic restoration of an England that he sawlldsuaextinguished by modern
developments, from cars and roads, to centralisgd policy, to international
finance. Gardiner was an interesting, and in maays prescient, environmental
thinker - a European, rather than just a bunkettel Englander. He pioneered
ecological initiatives on his family estates in Bal, and he was involved in the
formation of an early international committee tomote the idea of ‘landscape
husbandry in Europe. There is a lot of currenthis arguments about the
countryside and its future now that its traditiofeaims, in which he saw beauty and
utility combined, have become agriculturally redant. And yet this was a man
who, twenty years after his death, was still belagounced as a grisly, patriarchal
fascist. If he appears in books, it tends to beldimed association with the
Freicorps, and the local memory is pretty rich tbéound that some people who
lived near his home in North Dorset rememberedatis of elaborate folk dancing
and ritual and muttered about him as ‘that Nazi'.

Clearly, this was an interesting figure, and & thore so, as | say, since Rolf
Gardiner was an early ecological thinker - attuttethose themes long before the late
sixties, when he made somewhat eccentric utteraimmst the dawn of the Post-
Modern Age. So | started looking into his backgrduand discovered that Rolf
Gardiner had grown up in Berlin before the FirstAf&War. His father Alan

Gardiner was an Egyptologist, who was in Germanyddk on the dictionary of
hieroglyphics. So Gardiner, whose family was dedlg well off, was raised in

Berlin and came back to England shortly beforeRingt World War. As that war
raged he was at school - first Rugby and thenahetisly ‘progressive’ and
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coeducational institution called Bedales - and tmemvent up to Cambridge, where
we find him immediately after the war, reading DUdwrence, remembering
Germany, and trying to keep the two halves of hgla-German experience
together. In the early twenties he came up wiholavn programme of war
reparations. An ardent believer in the idea otityt, he pledged his loyalty to his
own ‘generation’ - an idea that was very promirgfer the First World War - and
started visiting Germany in the vacations. He wenvast walking tours, organised a
temporary theatre company and toured Shakespeaaa,attempt to remind German
youth of matters more profound than polarised mafidiatreds, and he took folk
dancing troups too. By 1923, Gardiner had becomehnmvolved with the Bund,
with the German youth movements, and, a littlerJatee took part in the early work-
camps pioneered at youth centres - including thosen Silesia in the late twenties
by Professor Rosenstock-Huessy, who would flee Geynas soon as Hitler came to
power.

As you know better than I, this whole movementydf can call it this, was overtaken,
incorporated and extinguished by Nazism; and Gardimho had started out fairly
close to thinkers like Ruskin and William Morngith the naive idea of applying
something like Guild Socialism across Northern Ppercstarted making all sorts of
deplorable utterances, even as he disapproveadzifddcesses. | wasn't interested
in diminishing the extent to which he may have badallow traveller, but where
others have been content simply to denounce hianNezi, | wanted to trace out how
an English rural revivalist, a folk dancing advacaf ‘rhythm’ and organic farming
who used early polyphonic song as a metaphor flitiqatd and ecological harmony,
ended up on the fascist road. All this was paldity interesting, since Gardiner was
without doubt a genuinely ecological thinker. Amelwas also remarkably uncontrite
about many of his friendships in Germany - he wilsngiting to Hitler’s agricultural
minister, Walter Darré, after the Second World Wad he persisted in anti-Semitic
remarks too - as, no doubt, did many members gieisvar circle, who believed that
‘usury’ was responsible for the troubles of natisreglish agriculture.  As for John
Eliot Gardiner, | was a little nervous of approachhim, but he was very helpful. He
had fought his own battles with his father - antljanst about his decision to perform
music within the professional domain that his fatkeho though music should be
connected to the soil and performed within theadwiral setting, disdained as the
‘discarnate’ bourgeois concert hall. John Eli@ynfarm organically on many of the
same acres, and his ideas on polyphony and rhytaynimsome way still be
connected to the musical outlook of his father,H®itong ago took his distance from
the dodgy organicism of his father’s political visi

Let us go back to the question of prescription...

| am indeed interested in opening up all thestucall backgrounds, even many that
are dismissed as eccentric and peripheral by nwreenitional historians. | do so in
the belief that these histories may still inforne firesent, or at least indicate the
dangers of certain purist positions, including¢kelogical one. But having done
that, why should | tie it all up into a neat corg@n? | don’t think prescriptive
certainties are particularly useful in this soreofjuiry. I’'m not writing a cookbook,
after all, or seeking to replace history with resgor the future. My role is, rather, to
identify the sheer range of polarisation and dfed#&nce which has existed within
English self-understanding, and to show how itfbastioned to inspire and also to
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limit thought at any particular time. Looking &id thirties ecologism, for example, it
is no wonder either that a lot of people had tbeinbts about greenery, when it
resurfaced in the sixties, or that environmentatgaigns are inclined to bitter
internal disputation.

If you ask me to summarise my main concerns | wgaldthat I'm interested in the
extent to which, over the fifty years since the@etWorld War, we have seen a
polarisation between ideas of traditional Englséritity, symbolised by ancient
country houses, the rural landscape etc., andanyritleas of state-led modernisation
gone wrong. IrA Journey Through Ruinmy central image for the latter are the
tower blocks, images of alienation which are amitwegprimary architectural symbols
of the post-war period. Brideshead versus theetblocks - that was one of the
leading oppositions of the period, and it pitchiee traditional time-sanctioned nation
against an image of destructive modernisation gao@g To point this out is not to
say that many other things weren’'t going on, bat garticular polarisation became a
primary political metaphor by the eighties, andeattainly determined the way we in
this country said farewell to the welfare statd.cQurse, it was grossly
oversimplified and it imposed a brutal closure ablg thought.

So your method is that of a dramatist? You acpusgleak about dramatising
meanings and, like a dramatist, you refrain fraroulcating a certain interpretation,
and allow your readers to draw their own conclusidrom the materials you present.

I guess mine is more of a literary method thaneatist's one - at least in the sense
that | think readers should be left to make whaytill of the results. I'm not
pretending to be neutral or omniscient. I'll cerbatake positions and make
judgements as | go along, but | don’'t see whyigewshould be expected to resolve
things that, in actuality, plainly remain unresalveChris Cutler, a musician with a
zealous left-wing past, once told me that havirfgidy simplified political outlook
could be vital in your youth - the only thing thleatables you to think with any
measure of independence, especially at a time whleies are so relativised. |
reckon that may well be true, but I've had enoafpaying dues according to
crudely drawn party lines. When you are tryingyéd the measure of cultural
realities, the rush to judgement just gets invthg.

You are non-judgemental. | mean, you don’t den@yaur characters, you always
try to be fair to them and allow them to put forddheir own point of view.

And | also have to ask questions of myself. Dadw, for example, can | be
absolutely certain that, had | been living at {hatticular time, say the thirties, when
a certain sort of anti-Semitic attitude was actugilite widely distributed through
British society, that | would have remained absaiuinnocent of it? | profoundly
hope that | would have done, but those attituderewertainly still around when |
was at school in Dorset in the sixties, and | déiittk any of us can be entirely sure.
This makes the idea of merely denying, or denowntomic attitudes in the past seem
a little bit too quick to me. The same can be séidut poets like Ezra Pound and
T.S. Eliot. It may seem remarkable that Eliot,, s@gs content to republish some of
his more anti-Semitic pre-war lines after the Halast, and without any real attempt
at explanation. Yet, at the same time, thesaidt& do not make him a worthless
poet. We have to allow for this range of complexitif we are going to understand
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how ideas work in history. The same can be sai@éology, which, as | discovered,
was incubated in a pretty foul cradle here in Bmita’m all for ‘ecological comity’,
but the folkish kind of eugenic organicism espousgthe thirties ecologists who
coined that phrase is repulsive. With ecology, ¢he® not just historical problems
either. We should always be watchful when paittecomes biopolitics, when it
disappears into the body or into nature - becdugmuire not careful you end up
trading in essences and short-circuiting the wioteess of reason and
accountability. It may once have been possiblenaerstand Nature as the ground of
being and society, but as Marilyn Strathern h@stpd out, something strange has
happened by the time saving wild habitats has donbe all mixed up with not eating
harmful additives in food. | think we need to keepeye on this confusion of culture
and nature, and not rush to turn it into a newagio&l priniciple.

Will you continue to watch that? Or, to put it radaluntly, what are your further
projects? You have dealt with the countryTihe Village that Died for EnglandYou
have dealt with the city itA Journey Through Ruins....

| sometimes feel that I'm through with writing alidBritain in this concentrated way.
I've written two books which are, in a sense, mioaiography. They are about the
world | grew up in - that rather uniform world pést-war austerity, which was both
virtuous and somewhat rationed in attitude, anccivhremember as a child. So |
wanted to catch all that - the fate of its reforgngtate, and meaning of its much loved
rural landscape.... But I've done that now, amd fiot hunting for another English
‘territory’ to dig into. One of the reasons | weatbout England, especially in its rural
dimension, was in order to think about and perlzdgs expose some of the forms and
consequences of our famous ‘insularity’. But | 'tlevant to press on to the point
where | become a representative of that tradition!

The world outside England is, however, not vengent in your books.
No it's not.

It's quite amazing, you know: Europe - in the seokthe Continent - plays a very
minor role; apart from this English/German fasaisinnection it rarely provides a
context or background. Equally minor is the rdie bld Commonwealth plays.

That's right, up to a point. It is there wherahdind it in the record. | was pleased,
let me tell you, when | finally found someone of@iCaribbean extraction walking
into the Tyneham valley in the early seventiesit Byneham, particularly, has
served as the Europhobe’s heartland - part o$ysbolic potency was that it could
be mythologised as the England that never expextemomigration or the reforming
welfare state, and which never got dragged intEin@pean Community. In
exposing that, | was trying to show the levels afemtricity that follow when the
English turn in on themselves and try to refourartivorld on what is left of their
rural roots. So | think this context you mentisnmplicit in the whole approach,
rather than merely absent. And | think it trueséy that neither book has provided
much consolation for those who would like to thafkhemselves as English
thoroughbreds.
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| gave A Journey Through Ruin® one of my students who wrote an essay on non-
fictional accounts of multiculturalism in BritairAnd she read through it and came
back and said, there is very little of it in yowdk. At first, | wouldn’t believe it, but
going through the whole book again, | had to agrété her.

That is true, but once again, only up to a pofrtere is a lot in that book about the
response to immigration: the revaluation of traditagainst it, the fable of the
disappearing immigrant in the gentrifying area pit&fields, the wider demonisation
of the inner city which is often precisely to dahwiears of hybridity and
‘degeneration’. These themes are all there in tokb But it is quite true that | did
not go into that part of east London saying ‘whsrthe multi-cultural reality and can
| appoint myself its recorder, or its oral historia This would have seemed
presumptuous, since the whole point of multiculiena is about diversity and a
multiplicity of viewpoints, which must be allowed speak for themselves.

But it is also true to say that | had another pigdn writing A Journey Through
Ruins | was concerned with tracing out what had hapddo particular ideas of
administration and planning - a perspective that slearpened by the experience |
had during the eighties. For five years | was oesjble for running a small unit for
the National Council for Voluntary Organisatiord/e were concerned with devising
forms of management for voluntary and communityaoigations, so | spent quite a
lot of time working close to organisations connddie a great many different sections
of the urban population, and trying to get thingaalwithin a changing social policy
framework. So the core of that book is concernild social policy, privatisation and
changing perceptions of the welfare state. Thibedrs heavily on the shape and
possibilities of the multicultural city, as doeg timanagerialism that increasingly
seems to stand in for public policy. I'm inclinexdinsist on this wider political
history when | meet advocates of post-modernidbrialty’, especially those who
have long since given up thinking about the stateralated matters.

Well let’s go back to my last question. What ylli turn to, after having turned
away from England, its fantasies and utopias?

I hope these books help to blow Little Englanthatseams and reveal it to be full of
toxins as well as balms - something quite othan tine sedate, quiet, tranquil, self-
contained place of customary description. Butiiot going to do that again. The
book I'm writing at the moment is not focused oalyBritain, although it has its
origins in the Dorset book. It's about the macHif@und on that organic landscape -
the tank, a gruesome British invention first udadng the Great War. To begin with
| saw this infernal engine only as a despoileheflandscape, but | soon realised that
it has a compulsive imaginative attraction for maepple, and, moreover, that this
was one of the reasons why the Ministry of Defelma® been able to hold onto that
corner of Dorset despite generations of protestat¥d fair number of people
preferred tanks to aristocratic pastoralism. Staited looking at this machine, and |
discovered that it too was an embodiment of Engligture, a product in some ways
of the literary imagination. H. G. Wells foresaawnks, and his short-story ‘The Land
Iron Clads’, published a decade before the Gremt Mbke out, was read by the first
engineers. The first tactician, whose thinkinduehced Hitler's generals as they
devised the Blitzkrieg, was a follower of the odistiland charlatan Aleister Crowley,
and the first expounder of his deliberately ‘tranesgive’ poetic. And then | realised
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that this machine, which started off as a sortwdtucal phantom, which was then
crudely materialised for military use, still woréis a cultural phantom - and that this
is part of its effectiveness as a weapon. Whetedoris Yeltsin standing on one
outside the White House, or that famous episod@ananmen Square, the tank has
become a global icon of state power, history, ereible force.  And so | am trying
to deal with this. | want to track this story dgvamd see how this machine has
operated as one of the primary symbols of the tidntentury.

A history of tanks, or of fantasies about tanks...

It's about the fantasy of tanks, but | hope to stmmw that fantasy has become part of
the tank’s practical force as a weapon. | will hetwriting a book of machine

worship of the kind that is often written about weas - that really would be tank
pornography. I've been travelling a bit for thisdl, as you can imagine - to the
USA, Turkey, and into the former Soviet bloc: PalaSlovakia and other places
where people have these machines rolling aroutigkeiback of their minds - a
different collection for each generation. Undealig the tank became symbolic of
the cutting edge of history - it was like the vaagliof that awful idea of progress, so
I'm after that as well.

One might also think of the Berlin Uprising or tAeague Spring. Indeed many of the
symbolic moments of 20th century history have peevided with an exclamation
mark by this Beast of Revelation.

The orthodox military historian’s view of this mach seems to be that while it may
have been a phantom, a cultural phantom beforecine really effective as a
weapon, that phase barely lasted through the Wostd War . My argument is that

it has remained a phantom and that is one of #eores why it has had such power of
compulsion. It was probably the people of East pareho defined our perception of
the tank in the fifties and sixties. They were gieople who produced the image of
this machine as seen from the street by the sojastizen, whose state has gone to
war on its own people. There’s a lot to be saidua mechanisation as a pre-war
philosophy, and also about the moveable natutikeodssociated ‘tank doctrine’.
Ideas that were first developed by British tanlotiss, and such people do exist, are
then developed in Nazi Germany, and after thagriadl. So this idea of concentrated
force and mobility, which again is a cultural id&aoot, is turned into a moveable
doctrine as it passes from one national settirgntether through the century. I'm
looking into the more recent idea of ‘digitisatidnb, with the tank reconfigured
around the virtual battlefield. ‘Digitisation’ igery similar to mechanisation as an
outlook, and I've been in Kentucky to find out abdu | spent some time at the US
Armor Centre at Fort Knox - a place of tanks, gaidl country and western songs. |
managed to get a five day tour, a surprisingly héglel one, with many of the

soldiers who ran Desert Storm. They had me drigimg\brams M1A1 through a
nameless German town, in simulation of course. ndktill sorting my way

through all these tapes of tank soldiers talkingualthe future. Enough to say that
the fantasy persists. These soldiers are weirdilpgophical: tank-Hegelians, who
talk about ‘The Army After Next’, and have long sendissolved the tank back into its
‘concept’, in order to ensure that this heavy, lenrg machine will find a place in
the 21st century. So at the end of the centheytank is being dissolved back into
its idea - a phantom again, just as it was at gggriming.
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So you are abandoning the territorial approach.t Btat you will retain is to write
about fantasies, utopias, nightmares, anxietiestaed political power.

Yes absolutely, and traditions too. And therenigther word for what all this is
about. | was talking recently with Robin Blaséwe poet | studied with in Canada,
and who visited Britain last year. We stood out$iteBBC’s Broadcasting House,
with its relief sculptures by Eric Gill, and talketbout the passing of this idea of the
one truth that this now rather quaint looking bmitgdpromised to beam, with parental
care, over the entire world. He is, | thinkheatmore at ease with the postmodernist
agenda than | am. Flawed as they certainly westill somewhat regret the

loosening of the supposedly enlightened ideas blipueason and administration,
and | can't look back on the decades of the weldéae in which | grew up, albeit
rather bored and none too needy, without feeliagjtiho much of that has been
abandoned. But Robin Blaser, who is gay, knows well what that single,
normative idea of the world meant for people whindifit into it. His view seemed

to be, ‘Thank God we no longer have one narratbeecause it was a bad one for a lot
of people’, which | am sure is true. But he algesaibed himself as an ‘exodist’,
meaning that to write as he does nowadays is fehmetually coming out of no
longer adequate formations - intellectual, poetiial, political. The job of the
exodist is not simply to obliterate or, in avantdgterms, to transgress as he leaves
or to step out in blithe and regardless ignorabhaérather to work his way through,

to sift and record and, indeed, to pay due tribotethe way. | thought that was a
wonderful description of the writer’s role in treté twentieth century, and | hope that
| have been able to do a little of that in my boaksut England. | am, | suppose, an
obituarist. | deal with posthumous England. Ppsh&dn melancholic, and it's a
matter of disposition. But | prefer to think thiahas been a job that needed doing.
History has become this huge accumulation of debmisch of it strangely
disconnected, and we have to work our way thraugfihat does mean writing
obituaries, as part of the business of definingreipossibilities.

Well, having at last found the genre in which yaitex the obituary - | think we can
stop here. Thank you very much for your time goag, and commitment.

24



@gteative

ttribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported

You are free:
to Share - to copy, distribute and transmit the work

Under the following conditions:
® Attribution. You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the
author or licensor (but not in any way that suggests that they endorse
you or your use of the work).

@ Noncommercial. You may not use this work for commercial purposes.

@ No Derivative Works. You may not alter, transform, or build upon this

work.

. For any reuse or distribution, you must make clear to others the license
terms of this work. The best way to do this is with a link to this web
page.

® Any of the above conditions can be waived if you get permission from the
copyright holder.

. Nothing in this license impairs or restricts the author’s moral rights.

The document was created ®¢ PDE Converter


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://www.cogniview.com/cc-pdf-converter.php

