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After my first book came out (yes, this is the sequel; run out and buy the first book right now if you haven’t already, or go out and buy a second copy if you have) I was questioned by a number of readers about just where and, more precisely, when I was supposedly living, arguing that the experiences I related seemed more suited to the post war era than modern day Britain. They stopped short of accusing me of making this stuff up, but you could tell that’s what they were thinking.
While I admit to a smattering of exaggeration for comic effect, I am not, I promise, taking the piss out of the British by maintaining the pretence that England is a backward country. Still, when an agent turns down the opportunity to represent your manuscript with the quip, "you’d be hard pressed to find a sink with double taps these days, especially in the south, " I think, first of all, that she doesn’t get out of London quite often enough, and secondly that, just perhaps, a bit of explanation is in order.
In my musings about encounters with the indigenous population, there are always two conditions that are going to work against them (or three, if you count the fact that I’m always going to focus on the silly stuff).
First, many of my impressions of England were written immediately after my arrival in this quaint market town, during those heady and wonderful days when everything was exotic and new. To read those accounts and come away with the notion that the entire United Kingdom must be as I described it is as logical as believing that a person plunked down in the middle of Nebraska could convey the total experience of modern life in the United States. Britain’s terrain, population and customs are every bit as diverse as America’s (only smaller) and one person could never speak for them all.
Secondly, and sadly, Britain is changing. (I’m not sad that it’s changing, I’m sad because it’s changing into America.) There are statements I made in my early observations that, due to progress, are no longer true, and the rate of change is only escalating.
Years ago I wrote of my unrequited yearning for several uniquely American food products that today I can pick up at my local Tesco’s. More and more stores are extending their business hours, and now, as in the States, if you suddenly feel the urge for a jar of pickles or a disposable barbeque at three in the morning, you shouldn’t have much difficulty locating an open supermarket that sells them.
If you buy a new car, unless you go for the basic economy model, it’s likely to come with AC. Putting air conditioning in businesses or homes is still not as popular as in the States but that’s only because, traditionally, it wasn’t needed. Now that it’s hot here more than two or three days a year I am, increasingly, finding myself enveloped in cool, artificial air when I step into a shop. Even my office has air conditioning now. (When you think about it, every building on this island might have had central air conditioning installed long before my arrival, but if it never got hot enough to use it, how would I know?)
Dishwashers are prevalent now and American-sized refrigerators are becoming popular for those lucky few who have the space. Every new or refurbished building comes fitted with double-glazed windows and electrical sockets in the bathrooms, and most will have single-tap sinks.
As this becomes the norm, you could be forgiven for listening to me blather on about my flat and come away thinking, "Where does this guy live?" Well, I’ll tell you: I live in a 2nd floor walk-up with single glazed windows, double-tap sinks and no plug points in the bathroom.
But that doesn’t mean my own, personal Britain isn’t changing as well. The quaint and idiosyncratic way of life I championed in those early years is gradually being pushed aside and I can’t say I’m 100% sorry to see it go—being cold, uncomfortable and inconvenienced is romantic for about three months but after that instant gratification begins to look more and more appealing.
As you will read in these pages, the vintage storage heaters I marveled over when we first moved in finally expired. They were replaced with electric heaters that, when you turn them on heat up, and, conversely, cool down when you turn them off. They were even fitted with timers! We marveled over them for nearly a week until.., well, that’s another story.
My wife and I both have mobile phones now and we have a modern, cordless phone in the flat. We also have broadband, a clothes dryer and a 24-hour super-store around the corner.
Sweeping changes abound. My very first train ride in England was in an antiquated "slam-door" rail car. These anachronisms have since been retired in favor of modern carriages and, while the romantic in me is sorry to see them go, I have to admit it’s a vast improvement. The juggernaut of modernization has seen many traditional pubs gutted and converted into bar/restaurants, replete with shiny new woodwork, attentive, uniformed staff and the type of decor the owners apparently believe American tourists expect when they visit a "traditional" British pub. Most pubs stay open throughout the afternoons now and, even though eleven o’clock remains the customary closing time, it is no longer the law. Fox hunting is a thing of the past, as is going to the local pub for a pint and a smoke, though that hardly matters now that most of the pubs are gone.
With all this happening within a few short years, it’s small wonder my initial impressions of Britain seem dated; but I do not consider them any less valid and certainly not untrue. Perhaps in the distant future (say, ten or twelve years) historians will use them as a guide to what British life was like in "the old days" but, for the time being at least, there are still enough people around for whom smoke-filled pubs and double-tap sinks are within living memory.
So my first book is essential reading, a guide to ancient history for those Britons still looking forward to their first Smart Phone. And I can sympathize with them; my first five years here seem like a long time ago, even to me. This book contains sixty additional adventures set in a more modern version of Britain. They appear, more or less, in chronological order, to allow you to experience the cycle of the seasons along with me and, more importantly, to keep me from having to obsess over which order they might flow better in. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I did living them.
As for myself, I suppose it’s time to let go of the past and start facing up to the fact that I live in the 21st century. I’m rather ambivalent about that idea; I don’t find it nearly as funny, but at least I can have a Fluffernutter if I feel like it.
Michael Harling
April 2011
The Queen is coming to town tomorrow and the whole place has been in a flurry of activity for the past six weeks.
Thousands of people are going to be bused in to crowd the market square and line the streets in order to maximize festivity, as well provide the appearance of popularity, for the joyous event. All so an old lady can ride through the town, wave to people she doesn’t know, mumble a few words of dedication over our new sundial and ride away without remarking on the effort we went through to decorate the place or noticing that practically everything in town is covered with a fresh coat of paint.
It must be odd being Queen; she probably believes that the entire country is decked out in red, white and blue bunting, festooned with flowers, populated by smiling, happy people and smells of fresh paint. But that's not what I want to talk about; I want to talk about the disturbing trend of the British stealing our holidays.
First they started Trick-or-Treating, now they’re planning a Harvest Festival Feast. Okay, so it's not Thanksgiving as we know it, but I think it's obvious where the idea came from.
The problem with usurping another culture's holidays is that you only get the outer trappings and tend to miss the underlying traditions, which is why the growing trend of inflicting Halloween on the populace over here is drawing criticism.
Halloween in Britain is wrong on so many levels. First and foremost, they have a perfectly adequate autumn holiday of their own only five days after Halloween called Bonfire Night or Guy Fawkes Day, featuring raucous celebrations, effigy burnings, mischief (or vandalism, depending on your point of view) and fireworks. Granted, they don’t hand out free candy, but they could use some of their "Guy" money for that if they really wanted to.
And this leads into the second reason they shouldn't have Halloween here; they have no idea how to celebrate it.
In their current autumnal holiday, it is traditional, during the two or three weeks preceding it, for kids to make a dummy representing Guy Fawkes and sit on street corners with it asking passers-by, "A penny for the Guy?" The idea is to buy fireworks and other burnable materials to set alight on Bonfire Night upon which their dummies, or effigies, of Guy Fawkes, are burned.
This is all well and good; I love traditions and have no qualms about tossing 50 pence into their begging bowls. The locals deal with it as well but tend to grumble a bit more because, "back in my day, we had better dummies, not a Manchester United sweatshirt stuffed with leaves and topped off with a mask!" I guess their fear is that soon this holiday tradition will be reduced to delinquents, holding nothing but an old sock to represent The Guy, and accosting pedestrians for spare change.
This seasonal nature of Guy Fawkes Day—namely the way it starts weeks before the actual event—seems to have been transferred onto their idea of Halloween, making for a decidedly confusing and hybrid version of this autumnal American activity. Children over here, I am told, start repeatedly frisking their neighbors for candy as early as the middle of October, often wearing little more than their street clothes and a mask. That's not Halloween, that's simply a shakedown, which is why so many people here are against the idea, and why the local police hand out signs to stick on your door that say, in effect, "Piss off you little bastards!"
You can't just grab another country's holiday at random and expect to understand the nuances of how to celebrate it and I encourage them to give up on Halloween; if the British want to take one of our holidays, they would be much better off with the 4th of July.
This idea may seem sort of strange, but the Revolutionary War and its outcome are no surprise to the residents over here and it represents, after all, an excuse to get drunk, set off fireworks and, most importantly, provide another summer bank holiday. Over here, you see, our legal holidays fall in an unfortunate pattern. After the Christmas-New Year-Easter run, we've got May Day, on the first of May, Whitsun at the end of May, and then nothing substantial until Christmas. Guy Fawkes Day, like Halloween, isn’t a legal holiday and, over here, they don't have Labor Day, Columbus Day, Veterans Day, Thanksgiving or even Election Day to provide a buffer between the waning days of summer and the frantic festivities of the Christmas season.
This holiday drought stretches over so many weeks that they arbitrarily made up a bank holiday just so they could get a three-day weekend during the summer. It's on the final weekend in August and is called, appropriately enough, August Bank Holiday. This situation fairly cries out for another holiday at the beginning of summer, say, in early July. I mean, if they're going to borrow our holidays, they might be better off with one that guarantees a day off and plugs up the gap.
I’d even be willing to trade May Day for it.
It’s a work day, but am I in the office doing those sorts of things I do while I am gainfully employed? Or am I at least out on an errand, enjoying the fresh air and performing a worthwhile task? No, I am sitting at home, in my bathrobe, unable to leave or even take a shower, because I am waiting for a package to be delivered.
The first time I was introduced to this quaint custom was upon our return from a two-week vacation. The very next day, when we came home from work, we found a card stuck to our door admonishing us for being out while a deliveryman had tried to leave a package. Why they couldn't simply leave it in the cupboard beside the door like all the postmen do, I can't imagine, but I suspect it's how they inject a bit of life into their otherwise soul-crushingly boring jobs.
The card, by the way, contained no useful clues—no name, no phone number, no tracking number—even though there were boxes for all this information (but surely that's all part of the game); it merely guaranteed they would attempt delivery again the next day, while we were both at work.
The second notice, again, stated the obvious; "We were here, you weren't. No package for you!" This card contained their promise to not attempt another delivery and assured me they would return the package to its origin if I did not retrieve it within two weeks. It also contained a web address, so I looked it up. (The fact that I would have been completely stuffed if they had attempted delivery during our vacation, or if I didn't have Internet access, was not lost on me as it seemed to be on them.)
Their website contained a number. I called it. It was busy. I called again. It was still busy.
For the next three days I called the number, sometimes for stretches of an hour at a time, and never got through. With the clock ticking, I returned to their website and dug through the site index for any helpful information. All I found was a second number, buried deeply within the "Contact Us" page hierarchy. This second number put me in touch with a computer and a forty five minute quiz. After three attempts at shouting inane answers into the phone, the computer capitulated and agreed to mail my package to a local Post Office, where I could pick it up, at my convenience, for a fee.
At least I knew the location and business hours of the Post Office so, after paying the ransom, I lugged my prize home. The only satisfaction I received was the knowledge that the deliveryman had had to hump the heavy box up and down two flights of stairs, twice. It was small compensation, and from then on I lived in fear of another delivery. It was sure to happen; the Christmas season was approaching and that means packages, lots of them.
My fears were realized last Friday. Ironically, my wife and I had taken the day off from work to celebrate Thanksgiving. We were home all morning. At 11:30, we stepped out of our flat to do some shopping. At 11:33 (yes, that's the time written on the card) the deliveryman struck. I can't be certain what lengths these guys will go through to brighten up their day but I don't discount the notion of them hiding around the corner in the hope of catching you out.
Unlike the other, this note contained a tracking code, as well as a phone number with a live person on the other end. "These people," I innocently thought, "understand customer service." What I couldn't have guessed at the time was that they simply enjoyed frustrating you in person.
I explained to the woman that a delivery had been attempted and asked how I could get the package.
"They'll deliver it Monday." Of course! Everyone in Britain is independently wealthy or related to the Royal Family or both and do not require the inconvenience of employment.
"And what will happen when I'm not here?"
"They'll send it back." She said this as if it made perfect sense, her tone implying it would be my fault should this occur.
"What are my other options?"
"You can pick it up here." "Here" was a fair distance away, but it seemed the only course of action.
"All right, I happen to be free right now; I'll be there in an hour or so."
"Oh, you can't pick it up today."
"Why not?"
"The package is still on the truck, isn't it?" she said.
"Bloody hell!" I said, and hung up.
This is why I'm sitting here, wasting a day's vacation time, unable to go out or step into the shower for fear the doorbell will ring and my last chance at getting this package will be lost.
And the most depressing thing is, it's not even December yet.
I have some issues to discuss vis-à-vis being an American in Britain, about our cultural differences and how the previous two hundred years shaped and molded them into what they are today, but that sounds like a lot of work for me and, frankly, a boring result for you, so I'll just tell you how I came to buy a new wallet instead.
For as long as I can remember, I have been carrying a money clip. The reason for this isn't because I had too much money to fit in my wallet, or that I liked to flash big wads of cash around; quite the opposite. Much of my life (more of it than I care to admit) was characterized by having very little money, and the few greenbacks I had never hung around long enough to justify taking my wallet out of my pocket, so I got into the habit of stuffing my folding money into the front pocket of my jeans.
In later years, when I acquired a bit more dosh, this habit resulted in a disorganized jumble of bills so, to keep them orderly, I smoothed them out and fastened them together with a large paper clip. I no doubt would have continued using this frugal innovation, for it suited me well and paper clips were easy to come by, except that I received an actual money clip for Christmas one year, and that was that.
From then on, I always, only carried my bills in a money clip. Even in America this is not a common practice, but the few who remarked on it seemed to think it was classy. For the most part, however, it wasn't even noted and I never thought much about it.
The money clip transferred to the UK without a great deal of trouble. I simply traded in my greenbacks for the multi-sized, multi-colored UK bills and life went on much as before. Until I happened across a fine and educational book entitled Guide to Pub Life, which illuminated the cultural issues I alluded to earlier. Apparently, I'm not blending in with the native population as well as I had thought. Even after all this time, certain aspects of my socio-economic upbringing continue to brand me as an American. One of them is the way I handle money.
Back in the States, pulling a money clip out of one's pockets, peeling off a bill and laying it on the bar doesn't draw any undue attention except, perhaps, from enterprising pickpockets. The size of your wad in America roughly equates to, well, the size of your wad.
Money is power. Money is status. It may be a bit gauche to flaunt it in an obvious way (wearing fur-lined capes and pinkie rings sporting diamonds the size of Chiclets is still considered tacky in most social circles outside of Las Vegas), but no one goes through any pains to hide it, either. "A round of drinks for the bar!" "Let me buy you a drink!" "Keep the change!" They all say the same thing: "I have money, lots of it!"
In Britain, money is vulgar, and that's something my American, Capitalist brain has a very hard time getting around. You don't pull out a bill and lay it on the bar here; you pay the barman, he gives you the change and you put it in your pocket. All of it. You don't tip him. Near as I can figure, saying "Keep the change" is like saying, "I don't need this little bit of money, but you do, why don't you keep it." It's an insult, and therefore frowned upon.
Even buying someone a drink is difficult. You can't just say, "Let me buy you a drink," because it implies money is involved. Even the seemingly innocuous, "Can I get you a drink?" has the implication of a favor being bestowed and is best to be avoided. What's more acceptable is: "And one for yourself?"
I'm not really opposed to sticking out as an foreigner; I stubbornly cling to my American pronunciations (I'm surely not going to try anything as daft as attempting to talk like these people) but I have no desire to be vulgar, or to offend, and I certainly don't want to add to the image of the ugly American.
So, while out shopping one weekend—and with an eye toward making a clean break from this old and ingrained habit—I bought a new wallet, tossed out my old one and retired my money clip. Now I no longer feel self-conscious when I buy drinks in a pub; holding a wallet is perfectly acceptable whereas exposing your money-clip is something a brash, and certainly less attractive, American would do.
Now all I have to do is remember to stop saying, "Keep the change."
My wife is currently enjoying a stay in a local resort, also known as the East Surrey Hospital. Don’t panic, she’s doing all right, and my plans to write another scathing article about the NHS have been dampened by the pleasantness and competence of the staff. (The NHS is still a national disgrace, but they do have some very nice people working for them.)
Thanks to the limitations of physics, while she’s in there, she is not here, and I suddenly find myself, for the first time since setting foot on these shores, unsupervised in Britain. It’s been a few years since I’ve been on my own but the old, bad habits are quickly taking over—you know, staying up past my bedtime, visiting dodgy websites, running with scissors. I think men in general, and myself in particular, aren’t capable of doing anything really constructive unless someone is keeping an eye on them. Left on our own, we’re more likely to engage in too much drinking, too much smoking and too much trashy television than, for example, tidying up, doing the laundry or Spackling over that hole you made in the ceiling when you went up in the loft to get the Christmas decorations three years ago.
But the activity I am finding the most joy in, is being a slacker where closing doors is concerned.
My wife is a door-closer. Whenever we go out, she closes all the doors to all the rooms in the flat. Just in case.
Now, the bathroom door I can agree with. You never know when the toilet is going to explode, sending searing shards of porcelain projectiles through the front wall and into the courtyard, but I can’t imagine anything spontaneously combusting in the bedrooms.
My wife always counters with logic that only she can understand.
"If there is a fire, a closed door can give you an extra ten minutes to get out. "
"But we’re already out. If there’s a fire, we won’t be here! "
"It’s still a good idea. "
So the doors remain closed all day while we’re at work, and all evening if we go out. But, reckless scamp that I am, I leave the doors open when the flat is empty. I wonder if this allows the laundry—which by now should be taking on a life of its own—to run riot through the hall and into the living room, perhaps stopping off at the kitchen for a sandwich along the way.
Despite the guilty pleasure I feel in exercising this power, I do harbor a dark fear that I’ll come home some evening to a smoking ruin where our block of flats used to be. The firemen will be wandering around packing away hoses and ladders and all of my neighbors will be standing, forlorn and desolate, in the courtyard, their accusing eyes upon me as the head fireman explains the situation:
"We would have been able to save the building but somebody left their doors open and the fire spread too quickly. You wouldn’t have any idea who that might be, would you?"
Maybe, on my way up to Surrey this evening, I’ll swing by the flat and close all the doors. Just in case.
We went to the National Portrait Gallery in London yesterday. At least that's what my wife calls it. I call it "A building filled with paintings of people I don't know drawn by people I've never heard of." It was, despite this, a good day out, and served as the focal point of our effort to enjoy the last Bank Holiday until Christmas.
We get eight paid holidays per year in Britain, the least of any EU country. In the States I got 13 holidays, along with 19 vacation days, 12 days sick leave and five personal days. Tallied up, that's 49 days a year I didn't have to go to work. If you compare that to the 25 vacation days and eight bank holidays I get in England, you might think I received the short end of the deal but in practice—thanks to the "use it or lose it" vacation policy they have here—I take a lot more vacations now than I ever did in the US.
But I do miss those long weekends.
This was a typical British Bank Holiday in all respects, bar one—it was clear, sunny and warm. Otherwise, the motorways were jammed and the sea sides were heaving, which was why we decided to go to London instead of Brighton.
Seeing as how it was a Bank Holiday—a day when a lot of people were traveling—our train journey to London involved a lot of buses. The reason for this is they were working on the line. This is one of those annoying necessities that come along on a seasonal basis, like the annual road works on the Interstates, which happen in the summertime when a lot more people are on the roads. I can't fault them for this; Lord knows the tracks need fixing up and, while you're bound to upset a few people no matter when you do it, you're generally better off not messing around with the commuter rush hour, something that the Interstate work crews never seemed to catch on to.
So we made it to London, which was, in a relative sense, deserted. On a normal day, you spend much of your time jostling tourists out of your way, as well as being jostled out of the way by locals. On this day, it was possible to walk down the pavements unimpeded. The only time I have ever seen the streets this deserted was after 9-11, when all the American tourists vanished. Today, happily, it was simply because everyone who lives in London was at the seaside. This became obvious as the day progressed and I found that the vast majority of overheard conversations were in languages I couldn't understand spoken by people with puzzled expressions consulting tourist maps.
We bought a picnic lunch of sandwiches, crisps and beverages for £7.29 at a corner convenience store and dined in St James Park, surrounded by trees, greenery and the aforementioned bewildered tourists. It was peaceful and serene, the only annoyance being the beggars. These were of the four-pawed and web-footed variety—ducks on the dole and unemployed rats sporting furry tails—and I kept a wary eye on them while eating in case they decided to organize and bushwhack us. Nearby, I saw a sign exhorting us to not feed the pelicans, which I took to be a joke until I saw one, later in the day, eyeing up a woman eating a sandwich.
In all honesty, sign or no sign, it would never have occurred to me to approach one of these creatures and hand him anything. They are as big and fearsome as a surly chav; put a hoodie, sunglasses and some bling on this bird and you wouldn't be surprised to find people handing their wallets over to him. As we walked away, he was still coolly appraising the woman, perhaps wondering if he should kill her first before robbing her.
The National Gallery is in Trafalgar Square, which was inexplicably packed. We toured the portrait gallery and then the public galleries where there are pictures of boats and trees and an occasional nude. At length, culturally sated, we capped off our visit in the National Gallery café, where we paid £11.58 for scones and two cups of tea. Hell-o tourists, welcome to London; give us all your money.
It was, on the whole, a grand day. But that was yesterday; today I'm on the bus on my way to work. I see it's shaping up to be another sunny summer day, which is sadly irrelevant at this point.
Sigh
Just 118 days until the next Bank Holiday.
Thursday, Travel:
I'm relaxing in a café in Prague after a long and hectic day, with a cigar in one hand, a good Czech beer in the other and my long-suffering wife doodling in a Sudoku book at my side. Like most travel days, this one has left me breathless and awed by how far away from home one can get in a relatively short time. Also typical of travel days, it began ungodly early.
Don't they make holidays that begin at 10:30 in the morning? Why can't you lie-in on your first day off from work instead of having to jump up to the alarm and stumble over suitcases while fumbling for the light switch?
To answer my own question, the reason is the three-hours-early rule for international travel. So, even though our flight wasn't until 11 o'clock, we were obliged to be at the airport by 8, which means catching the 7 o'clock train, which means leaving the house by 6:30, and so on. All so we can sit in a shopping mall for three hours watching as our flight creeps slowly up the departures board. I'm sure this rule was conceived by the airport retailers’ association. No one else benefits from having all these people milling around with no place to go and nothing to do for the better part of three hours.
Our journey began, as all of ours do, on foot. Whether we are heading across the street or across the ocean, we generally start out the same way—walking up the Bishopric toward the town centre. This lends a sense of adventure and possibility to even the most casual outing; when you step outside your door, you never really know where you are going to end up. On this day, we ended up in Prague; the day before, I ended up in Hampshire and the day before that, in T K Maxx. Like I said, you never know.
Our hotel is conveniently located on the cusp of the old city and a block away from Wenceslas Square and the major shopping district. Preliminary reconnaissance revealed we are just down the street from the Powder Tower, which, being nearly 200 feet in height, serves as a comforting homing beacon.
The Powder Tower was constructed in 1475—years before Columbus got the urge to visit China—and is so named because its purpose was to store gunpowder. It's an impressive structure, even by today's standards and must have held a massive amount of explosives; I can only imagine what that did to local property values.
My initial impression of Prague is a manageable, friendly place of cobbled streets and impossibly old and beautiful architecture. This is the city centre I am talking about; greater Prague is a sprawling, traffic-snarled metropolis, much like any other European city I have visited, with the exception that the suburbs—possibly the most unattractive I have ever seen—still suffer from Communist-era construction programs. Row upon row of cheerless, squat, grey blocks of concrete blight the landscape everywhere you look. They are so soul-suckingly dreary that is it not hard to appreciate how living in one would make you want to wear stodgy, black garments and wrap a kerchief around your head.
But somehow the heart of the city survived the occupation and remains a showcase for medieval architecture—though now it is engaged in a new life-or-death struggle against the forces of capitalism. During our casual stroll we found ample opportunities to part with our money; if you're looking for unbelievably ugly amber jewelry at bargain prices, Prague is the place to be.
And the prices in Prague are a bargain, though it takes some mental gymnastics to work that out. Czech Crowns come 38.16 to the Pound, so a horribly tacky necklace made of what looks like orangeish billiard balls on a string with a 1,070 Crown price tag is a real steal when you figure that is just about £28. At least while you are admiring it in the window. By the time you pay for it, that may have changed; the Pound to Crown ratio recalculates hourly. For the purposes of mathematical convenience, therefore, we are using a static figure of 40 Crowns to the Pound so I don’t get a headache every time I need to convert something.
One thing that did surprise me when making mental calculations as to the true value of merchandise is that I no longer think in terms of dollars. I never thought of an item as being worth X number of pounds, which makes it really worth so many dollars. I guess that was inevitable, but I'm still not sure how I feel about it.
Just to cap off the idea that we were in bargain-hunters’ heaven, we stopped for dinner at one of the many local restaurants. I had a starter and we ordered a nice bottle of Pinot Grigio. After our entrées we ordered dessert and coffee. I also had a shot of the local beverage. All of this came to around £27 (or $44); it would easily have been twice that in Horsham.
My introduction to the local moonshine is worth noting. When we ordered coffee, the waiter asked my wife if she wanted schnapps to go along with it. She declined, but as I like schnapps, I asked if I could have one. To my surprise, our heretofore obsequious waiter said, "No." Then he explained that schnapps is a lady's drink; men drink Slivovice. I knew I was in trouble when he presented the clear liquid to me in a tall, thin shot glass that had apparently been stored in liquid oxygen, then waited expectantly for me to sample it. I took a sip and managed to smile at him. Even with its taste dulled by the extreme cold, Slivovice is what my wife calls a "rough" drink. And when I say rough, I mean you would need a belt-sander and a blowtorch to blunt the sharp edges. The waiter, satisfied I was enjoying the local hospitality, disappeared into the kitchen, whereupon I dumped the remainder into the dregs of my wine glass and gulped my coffee to get the taste out of my mouth.
Slivovice is pronounced SLIV ah vitz; remember the name so you don't accidentally order it.
Friday, Walkabout:
Friday was sunny and we took the opportunity to explore the city centre, plot our future excursions and check out the shopping district.
I highly recommend a trip to Prague, but do it soon. They have shrugged off fifty years of communist oppression at a frightening pace and rampant capitalism is now making it indistinguishable from many other European tourist destinations. EU regulations will, no doubt, finish the job.
The shopping district has a McDonald's density I have previously only experienced in Buffalo, New York, and they apparently build one KFC franchise for every resident family group. The avenues are lined with Marks & Spencer's, H&M, TGI Friday's, Coca Cola billboards and even Tesco's; the only thing that kept me from mistaking it for Croydon was the relatively light traffic and a welcomed absence of Starbucks outlets.
We left the hive of burgeoning capitalism for the old town square—the geographic hub of the old city—and a chance to marvel at the stunning architecture. The Staromĕstské Námĕstí, as the locals know it, is fabulous and reminiscent of the Grott Market in Brussels. Grott Market is also easier to pronounce, so that's how I’m referring to it throughout our stay. It's an attractive destination and made a convenient reference point, as all of the attractions we were interested in were only a short walk away.
For the most part, walking is easy in the historic district. The cobbled streets are narrow and winding and not frequented by vehicles. The only drawback is, the cars and trucks that do navigate them, do so with a frightening alacrity, their drivers apparently convinced that everyone will jump out of their way. They fairly zip through pedestrian crossings without a thought or backward glance to see if they've left any bodies in their wake. I never noticed any mishaps, but there is a conspicuous lack of older people shuffling around. Perhaps this is how they deal with their old age pensions crisis.
Despite the chill weather, the streets remain lively with tourists and buskers. The Charles Bridge is lined with street vendors and the crowds rival those of a summer day on Westminster Bridge. Our guidebook observes that, in the height of the tourist season, you can't cross the Vltava River without a catapult.
Also lining the bridge, and stationed at key points among the more popular tourist attractions, are beggars. They are not as obvious or pushy as most I have encountered. Here, custom seems to require them to kneel as if in prayer and lean forward on their elbows, holding out a cup or their hat for passersby to toss coins into. I'm sure it has something to do with it being a Catholic country. At any rate, it looks an uncomfortable way to make a living.
Saturday, Storming the Castle:
At breakfast the second morning it occurred to me I was learning more about how northern Europeans live while on holiday than I was about how the local Pragulodites go about their everyday lives.
I used to be keen on researching how the locals lived, but this involves dedicated drinking sessions and long, drunken conversations in out of the way and, more often than not, dodgy bars. On my more recent trips, being older and, more to the point, married, I tend to see the insides of museums and historic buildings more often than drinking establishments. While this might serve to keep me out of foreign jails, it does mean I have to look harder for interesting anecdotes. I suppose I should be happy for the trade-off; at my age, sleeping on a park bench isn’t the lark it used to be.
And so, refreshed from a sober night in a proper bed, but lacking anything interesting to say, we took a morning meander through the Grott Market on our way to Prague castle, and managed to catch the Astronomical Clock in performance mode. Every hour on the hour, for the past 516 years, the clock chimes and images of the saints perform a morality play. Compared to, say, The Matrix, it was a bit of a disappointment. A series of puppet-like images peeked out of some windows, then disappeared. The action was wholly unsatisfying and, if there was a plot, I missed it. In the interest of fairness, I should point out that this was constructed in the days before MTV, Xbox and iPods, so it was probably thrilling to watch when it was first unveiled.
The castle, I am relieved to report, was not a disappointment. It isn't so much of a castle as it is a complex of impressive and diverse structures surrounded by a fortified wall. It still dominates the city and serves as the seat of government for the Czech Republic. It's also the city's main tourist attraction.
Most prominent is the massive cathedral dating back to 1344. Several hundred years in the making, it rises spectacularly toward the heavens and still has the power to impress. What impressed me most was how bloody cold it was inside (though, with ceilings that high, it must be a bitch to heat); I could only sympathize with the countless generations of Slavs who congregated there for hours at a stretch, getting frost-bitten knees from enforced praying on the frigid concrete floor.
Like most churches, the interior was brooding and sober, but the windows were sure pretty.
Elsewhere, the complex was a mixture of old buildings that you could go into and newer ones (presumably with central heating) that you could not. That these latter buildings housed an active government was highlighted by the changing of the guard ceremony at noon. The guards’ outfits—a hybrid of medieval garb and chunky, communist fashion—are a perfect match for the self-conscious pomp, circumstance and marshal music that make up the ceremony itself, which involved a lot of arm swinging, foot stomping, displays of weaponry and music that sounded like a cross between The Man From U.N.C.L.E theme song and Thunderbirds.
Dinner that evening consisted of two entrées, a bottle of wine, desserts and coffees and cost twenty quid. Eat your hearts out.
After dinner, as we meandered back toward the hotel, we encountered one of the local beggars who, having finished his shift, was wandering around the streets talking to himself as homeless people are wont to do. There seemed nothing remarkable about him and we passed by without much notice.
Around the next corner, two buskers were setting up under an archway. They tuned up their violins and began playing Vivaldi, using the archway's acoustic properties to mimic the sound of a full orchestra. It was thrilling to listen to.
Then the beggar wandered by. He stopped just beyond the small crowd that had gathered, listened for a few moments, and then began singing along. He wasn’t in danger of winning The X-Factor, but it was, nonetheless, unexpectedly competent. I've rarely encountered such talent in a vagabond before. He sang for a while, then shuffled off, presumably to spend his hard-earned charity on some Slivovice to ease the aching in his knees.
Sunday, The Snows of Staromĕstské Námĕstí:
The Czech people may have embraced western fast-food franchises and retail outlets, but they still have a thing or two to learn about capitalism. At Prague Castle—their most popular attraction—finding out where to part with your money for the privilege of enjoying the exhibits was no simple matter. And on this morning, it was made even more difficult by the addition of over a foot of snow.
Actually, I'm glad it snowed. I've been thinking, against my better judgment, about taking my wife to Upstate New York during the winter so she can see what a real winter is like. Now I don't have to. We woke in the morning to find mountains of the white stuff piled outside of our hotel with plenty more drifting down from the sky.
It was all the good things I remember about snow; white, fluffy, fun to walk in and incredibly pretty. The streets were hushed due to the thickening blanket and the fat flakes floated like feathers through the grey dawn. And best of all, I knew I was leaving it behind the next day.
Despite the snow, we made a full day of it. When you're on holiday, you can't let a little thing like a blizzard stand in your way, and everyone else seemed to feel the same.
We toured the old Jewish Synagogues, had lunch and walked, once again, over the Charles Bridge. Tourists, buskers, beggars and merchants were all there, oblivious to the cold and snow.
Dinner that evening was even cheaper than the night before. Our waiter brought the bill, went over each item with us, showed me the total and then pointed out the service charge that I could pay, if I felt the service was worthwhile. The service charge came to about a pound, which, in my opinion, is more of an insult than a tip, so I left him a bit more.
As we gathered our survival gear and suited up for our return to the snow-strewn streets, he returned to our table and tried to give the extra money back. He couldn't seem to grasp why we had given him more and we had to convince him to take it. When we left the restaurant, he met me at the door, shook my hand and wished me a good night. All for a four pound tip.
Monday, Blue Skies, Sunshine and Cold as a Well-Digger's Arse:
I'm sitting in the same café I started out in, with a cigar in one hand, a good Czech beer in the other and my long-suffering wife doodling in a Sudoku book at my side. This time we're waiting for our mini-bus to take us back to the airport where we will catch a plane to take us back to the grey, damp British weather.
I can't wait.
Today the sky is brilliant blue in a way I haven't seen in years; not, in fact, since I was last in America enduring another grueling winter.
The weather enhanced the sightseeing (with the emphasis on "sight") and we took the tour of the town center and Charles Bridge, braving the sharp cold in coats meant to keep out the damp more than the chill. But now we're warming up in the café and watching the Czech version of Big Brother on a TV mounted to the wall. It looks as inane as anything the Brits could come up with and drives home the point that, during our entire stay, I never once attempted to speak a word of Czech. I really didn't have to; everyone spoke at least some English, all the signs were in English and, if I had attempted to, I'm sure I would have found it impossible. Czech, being Slavic in origin, isn't as easy on the tongue as the romance languages.
Despite (or perhaps, due to) the weather, Prague was a better than average holiday. The season kept the crowds manageable and the occasionally inhospitable climate provided a bit of nostalgia as well as a chance to introduce my wife to a New York-style winter without actually having to spend another February in Albany. Our guidebook tells us that mid-summer in Prague—when uncomfortable levels of heat and humidity are the norm—is not popular with the tourists, either. Maybe we should arrange a return visit in July so I can reacquaint myself with even more reasons why I don't miss the weather in my erstwhile home, especially if they get mosquitoes and black flies.
As envisaged, following close behind the expected American World Cup defeat, came the anticipated loss of the England team. But unlike the American team, whose wins and losses went largely unnoticed in their home country, England struggled to stave off defeat before the eyes of the entire nation.
Well, almost. I didn’t watch The Game, nor did my wife, and most of the people at the Crawley Folk Festival (which was where we were when The Game was on) didn’t appear to know or care about what was transpiring on a playing pitch in Germany, either. The folk festival provided a few blissful hours where I felt like I was among normal people—even though some of those people were decked out in jingle bells and whacking at each other with sticks. Otherwise, every waking moment was all about The Game: What are you doing on The Day? Where are you planning to watch it? What do you think of England’s chances? Radio stations even had a tongue-in-cheek (I think) excuse line for people who had commitments on The Day (poorly timed weddings or unexpectedly being tapped as pall bearer for your mother’s funeral, for instance) to help get them to The Game because that’s where God intended them to be. For one hundred and eighty-seven solid days, or, at least, that’s what it feels like, there has been nothing you could watch, read, eat, drink, listen to or fornicate with that didn’t focus on, or remind you about, The Game. Conversation became decidedly one-dimensional and I began to long for a good old fashioned chat about the weather.
You have to give the English credit for maintaining such ebullience in the shadow of assured defeat. It’s the same sort of nationalist optimism that encouraged them to leap from the relative safety of the trenches and run headlong into machine-gun fire. Their childlike faith is so touching I had to confess to an acquaintance in the pub that I wasn’t sure if I wanted England to win or lose. I didn’t fancy another week of intensified football-mania if they won, but they were so eager for victory I didn’t think I could bear to see their hopes so harshly crushed. My companion waved his hand dismissively. "Don’t worry, we’re used to it."
They should be. Aside from a single contest forty years ago when they beat Germany—and about which they still taunt them ("Two World Wars, One World Cup! ")—England hasn’t even captured runner-up status in the quest for the coveted Cup. And they’ve never won a European Championship, either. But that doesn’t stop them from stationing themselves, by the millions, in front of their television sets to pray, curse, cheer and cajole while their team lurches toward inevitable defeat.
The Game took place on a sunny, Saturday afternoon and, after leaving the "No Cup" sanctuary of the Crawley Folk Festival, my wife and I decided to stop off at one of our favorite restaurants for dinner. We were a little concerned, as it is a popular place and sometimes it can be difficult to get a table. We needn’t have worried.
Our first clue came as we drove along the nearly empty highway, which, on your average Saturday, more closely resembles a car park than a thoroughfare. Likewise, the parking lot of the restaurant was empty of all but three cars—the waitress’s, the cook’s and ours. Walking across the tarmac and entering the restaurant was eerily reminiscent of an old Twilight Zone episode where a couple finds themselves mysteriously transported to a deserted town. Inside, the dining area was devoid of customers, and the cook and the waitress were in the kitchen. Watching The Game.
We had no trouble finding a seat and dined in solitary silence in the usually crowded restaurant. Even so, when I ordered, the waitress asked for our table number, as if she would have trouble locating us.
After the meal, we drove toward home, over quiet roads, listening to the radio to see how The Game was going. (As in the US during the World Series, even non-fans get caught up, if only out of curiosity, after a while.) The Game wasn’t going well at all; they ended up losing in a penalty shoot-out when two overtime periods failed to break the 0-0 tie (which is about as anti-climatic as deciding the winner of a long and bloody war by tossing a coin).
This happened when we were about three miles from home. Almost immediately, cars appeared on the road, and by the time we entered the village, crowds of fans were in the streets, shouting and drinking and blocking traffic and generally being a bloody nuisance.
And I know what they were angry about; now that it’s all over, what the hell are we supposed to do with all these England flags and red and white bunting?
I'm in London, I've got a rucksack, a camera and an American accent; what I need is a shirt proclaiming, "I am NOT a tourist"
We're on our way to the Royal Academy to see an art exhibit we heard about on a BBC 2 programme. This isn’t something your average tourist would attempt—finding their way to Tower Bridge is difficult enough for them, so locating the Royal Academy (or even knowing it exists) is surely beyond their ken.
Frankly, it’s at the very edge of our combined abilities, as well. My wife has been there before, but it was long ago so she only has a vague idea of where it is. I’m with the tourists; I didn’t even know it existed until she told me about it.
Our best bet, it seems, is to find Buckingham Palace, cross Green Park and then, Bob’s your uncle. The only glitch is, we’re taking an unfamiliar route through the city and are unsure how to get to Buckingham Palace. I volunteered to walk up to a random Londoner and, in a brash, American voice, ask, "Can you tell me how to get to the Queen’s house?" but my wife vetoed the idea on the grounds that, even if she hid around the corner while I did it, someone still might figure out she is with me. In the end, we just followed the tourists.
I had suggested this day for our visit because it is the day of the penultimate (which means "the second to the last"—the Brits like this word for some reason, probably for the same reason they like to say words like "fortnight") World Cup match. London would be more easily navigated, I reasoned, with everyone at home watching the telly. What I failed to take into account was the staggering number of tourists. Also, on the route we are taking, we would be unlikely to encounter any actual Londoners even on a normal day; the locals are not as keen on Royal gawking as we Americans, and the types of people who attend art exhibits aren’t generally distracted by such things as the most important sporting event in the known universe.
I’ve visited Buckingham Palace before, but usually we approach via The Mall. This time we’re coming up the road bordering the 42-acre Palace Gardens—fittingly called Buckingham Palace Road—and past the Royal Mews where the Queen keeps her horses and golden carriage (we all need a place to keep our golden carriage, don’t we?). Just beyond the mews and around the corner from the Ambassador's court stands the Victoria memorial and about 100,000 tourists.
It’s breathtaking to see the number of people who want to visit the Queen’s house and catch a glimpse of the changing of the guard. (I’ve never seen it, myself, but my guess is one guard comes out and takes the place of the guard on duty so he can go off for a wee and a pint of bitter.) Judging from the size of the crowd, the Royal Family have nothing to worry about—if the British ever dissolve the Monarchy, they could just go to America. We love the Royals, and would certainly welcome them. This would also provide the advantage of enabling us to fawn over them without requiring travel to the UK where we have to put up with funny money and dodgy breakfast meats for the privilege.
Also popular with the Americans is the Official Buckingham Palace Gift Shoppe. Filled with all manner of regal tat, it’s almost as well-visited as the guard replacement ceremony and is certainly more convenient as it’s open all day. Naturally, I had to go in to gape and smirk, along with my fellow countrypersons, at the souvenir crowns and Buckingham Palace Biscuits while secretly wishing I had the nerve to buy one. I may live here, but I still love this stuff.
So forget what I said when I started this rant; I guess I am a tourist after all.
Even I am astonished by the power of the printed word.
After my previous book was published containing a chapter about how Horsham has been getting an undeserved drubbing as a terrible place to live ("We’re Number One," page 131), a new poll was released by Channel Four wherein my adopted town ranks as the second best place in all of the UK to put down roots.
While I remain surprised by the number of people who rallied to Horsham's defense due to my book (that must have been the reason, don't you think?) I am in no way shocked by the outcome. Horsham is, as I have always maintained, a nice place to live. The only place nicer is Winchester, city of the famous cathedral that failed to ring its bells when someone's baby left town, or so the song says.
Horsham is populated by polite people who earn a good living; people who, when they walk past you on the street, quietly mind their own business and rarely ever try to slit your throat with a broken beer bottle and set fire to you just so they can steal your mobile phone. This is good news, indeed, for my wife, whose original home—Hackney in central London—ranked dead last in the same poll (dead being the operative word; there is actually a street in her old neighborhood dubbed by the locals as 'murder mile'). Good thing she had the sense to leave when she was three.
Horsham has low unemployment, low taxes and no homeless people wandering around hitting you up for a few coppers when all you want to do is get to the end of the high street so you can enjoy a walk in the park. It is also one of the sunniest places in Britain and enjoys, along with the rest of the southeast, mild winters and relatively bug free summers.
On the downside, the general lack of excitement was mentioned (as if that's a bad thing), along with overcrowding and expensive housing. And what do wealthy, bored people do with themselves? Mostly, it seems, they eat: one in five Horsham residents is overweight. No wonder I feel so at home here.
And Horsham is interesting, in its own way. At least three or four times a year I am surprised by the unexpected appearance of carnival rides, flaming baton jugglers, people on stilts dressed up as giant flies or hordes of men prancing around with jingle bells strapped to their ankles while whacking at each other with big sticks. Having the option of walking out your front door and finding a giant slide not ten minutes away is quite gratifying. I've never actually gone down the slide, mind, but the opportunity is there if I ever decide I want to. Can you say the same about your town?
But don’t take my word for it, come over for a visit, we can always use the tourist dollars. Just don't get any ideas about moving here—it's already too crowded. Go to Winchester instead; I hear it's nicer.
Complaining is easy; complaining creatively with liberal sprinklings of humor and/or sarcasm is a bit harder, but still not all that difficult. Saying something positive, yet funny, is a challenge, and one that I am not up to this early in the day. So I am going to put aside my usual serving of hilarity (you do find these chapters hilarious, don’t you?) and simply tell you about my Thanksgiving.
I love Thanksgiving, and I really enjoy celebrating it in England because it causes such confusion in those around me. Everyone has heard about Thanksgiving, but not a lot of people outside of North America (don’t forget, our Canadian neighbors celebrate it, too) really get it. Just the idea of having a holiday that doesn’t celebrate winning a war or fails to imbue an ancient pagan ritual with artificial Christianity is enough to cause wonder in most Europeans. While many can admire the idea of a special day set aside for gathering with the family to have a big meal and ruminate on the good things in our lives, the majority fail to grasp the significance and near reverence attributed to the occasion by those of us fortunate enough to have grown up with the tradition.
Visit any town or city in North America on Thanksgiving Day (except for New York City, where the famous Macy’s Day Parade is held), go to Main Street and you will see...nothing. That’s because everyone is inside, with their families observing whatever tradition it is their family observes on this day. There will be a hush all around you and the unmistakable feeling that something significant is happening. It’s a lot like Christmas Day, only without the forced merriment, drunken parties and the ever-present sound of Slade singing, "Here it is, Merry Christmas."
The best thing about Thanksgiving is that it is a non-denominational holiday; it may have been started by Christians, but anyone can join in. It doesn’t demand adherence to any set of beliefs, it doesn’t require you to be a member of any organization or nationality, and you don’t have to drag a tree into your house or send cards to people you haven’t seen in ten years. So even over here (or, perhaps, especially over here) I make a point of observing The Day.
This Thanksgiving—having, in years past, fallen short in my efforts aimed at recreating a traditional American meal—I decided to go native. We had our own, private dinner made entirely from ingredients we could find locally instead of importing items from the States. And it was grand. The Paxo stuffing, the Bisto Gravy dust, the turkey joint (just try to fit a full-sized turkey into our oven) and the up-market cranberry sauce were all delicious. I’m not sure if this means the UK is becoming more like the US, or that I’ve been here so long I’ve become accustomed to the strange cuisine but, either way, I was not disappointed.
I am happy to report that only three swear words were required during the preparation of the meal and they were all used at once, when I dropped the pumpkin pie while putting it in the oven.
This, of course, all happened on Sunday; I was in Birmingham on the real Thanksgiving Day, working on a particularly recalcitrant installation while everyone in my native country was having the day off. We didn’t leave the site until 9 PM. I checked into my hotel—a Premier Motor Inn on a nearby industrial estate—and went to the bar/restaurant for a chicken curry. That was my Thanksgiving dinner. When I got back to my solitary room, I had nothing to do but look forward to another long day, so I went to bed. And then I had the type of experience journalists probably dread: an event so perfectly timed and serendipitously placed that it sounds contrived. I dreamed I was riding on a train through London, looking over the night time skyline, at the glowing dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral, the lights of Tower Bridge and the illuminated spokes of the London Eye, and a sudden feeling of joy and gratitude swept over me as I realized how blessed I was to live here.
I’ll spare you the details, and point out only that it prompted me to expand upon the theme in my waking hours, and to devote a portion of our Thanksgiving meal to sharing my mental checklist of Things I Am Thankful For with my wife (and then putting her on the spot by making her come up with her own list without the benefit of preparation). But I am thankful, and grateful, and it’s nice to have a day devoted to remembering that.
So I hope you all had a wonderful Thanksgiving and that you have as many things to be thankful for as I do.
Now get your ass up to the attic and pull out those decorations; Christmas is here.
Something truly unusual happened this past weekend; I was able to give my barber a Christmas tip.
Sheer happenstance, as it turns out; if I had stopped in a little earlier or a little later, a total stranger would have cut my hair. Instead, I ended up with the same barber who has cut my hair at least three times in a row—the one who always sits me down and asks, "What can I do for you?" and I have to avoid responding with something ironic like, "world peace and a gin and tonic" or the screamingly obvious, "Cut my hair." But this has made him memorable and earned him a couple extra quid, which I would not have given to the other guy. Cutting my hair one time does not give you the right to expect a Christmas bonus.
This got me thinking: I haven’t handed out many Christmas tips since moving to England. Time was, I knew my paperboy and my mailman, I had a regular barber and, believe it or not, a maid. All of these people got a little something extra around the holidays. It was a nice tradition, and one I would willingly continue if only I could.
What stops me is the fact that, since moving here, I have not met my paperboy, I have no idea who my mail carrier is (and if I did track him down, giving him a tip would not be the first thing on my mind) and there seems to be some sort of law about commoners hiring domestic staff. This is not an indictment of British society but more of a comment on our modern way of life.
In our quest for convenience and instant gratification we have shoved aside social interaction. Chitchat with the butcher takes time, and hearing about his daughter’s new baby or telling him how your son is doing at college doesn’t increase your net worth. In fact, going to the butcher in the first place is a waste of time, which is why there are so few butchers and why most of us pick up our meat in shrink-wrapped packages from a nameless teenager working behind the deli counter in Sainsbury’s.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/57326 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!