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INTRODUCTION

“Verdict on Royals: No More Cash’. With this headline the
Observer greeted its customers on December 26th, 1993, Still
sagging from Christmas, they learned that -

According 1o an overwhelming majority of people interviewed
in an Observer/ICM poll, the Royal Family should get no
financial support at all from taxpayers. Only one in five
believes the Exchequer should continue to finance the
monarchy.

True, abour two-thirds of those questioned thought Britain
should go on being a monarchy. The other third of (mainly)
new republicans were apparently divided between electing a
President (20%) and promoting the Prime Minister to Head of
State (10%). But that verdict had been delivered earlier in
December, after a long period during which the general
reputation of British politicos had sunk to the ‘All-time Low’
beloved of British sub-editors. Also, by publishing her
memoirs in the autumn Mrs Thatcher had reasserted her
authority as Britian’s unofficial President, a fact sufficient in
wself to keep incalculable numbers of waverers within the
monarchy camp. And there must have been other doubters
too: those simply unable to imagine John Major as Head of
State for instance. Add up all the ‘don’t really knows” and a
ghostly republican majonity could be glimpsed lurking within
the newspaper’s quota sample of ‘1,106 adults aged 18 and
over, face to face, in 52 randomly selected constituencies
across the country’.

A week later came the New Year Honours List. [t was to be
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THE ENCHANTED GLASS

a long-postponed fanfare for the British common man and
woman - the first “classless” bestowal of titles and medals.
Nominations had been sought from the general public for
worthy recipients. In 1993 thousands of forms had gone out
from the Honours committee in Downing Street. 11,000 were
requested. 10,000 were returned and (allowing for duplicate
recommendations) about 7,500 people were suggested. In the
1988 account of the Honours system given below (pp.311-14,
see also pp.83—4) T pointed out that it depended upon the
prestige of Royalty, that its main function was distriburing
routine awards to stuffed shirts, and that its only justfication
lay in the somewhat haphazard ‘recognition’ bestowed on a
few citizens who had served communities or causes well. It was
to try and strengthen this last element that Mr Major had
launched his popular nomination process. For ages people had
been saying: ‘If only 7 could tell them who deserves a medal’ -
now they were to be given the chance. At the same ume, the
Prime Minister announced his government’s intention to cut
back heavily on the quota of ‘gongs’, or Honours bestowed
purely for reasons of hierarchy and age (i.e. long and generally
undistinguished service to the Establishment).

On 1993’s last day the fruits were disclosed: four more
gongs than in the previous List. The Fareign Office had done
particularly well, upping its tally to 141, As for the demo-
cratically nominated, these came to only 70 out of 970, Worse
still, it looked as if only a small part of the people’s choice had
been seriously examined at all. The Times noted severely that:
‘It 1s thought that nearly 7,500 nominations were received, of
which only 500 were scrutinised. The rest will now form part of
a serious backlog, which will swell further when the counter
opens for the next list...” In other words, the people had taken
the whole thing too damned seriously and as a result money
might have to be spent to keep them happy.

Also, “The Cabinet Office declined to state which of the 970
had been nominated by members of the public, saying that it
did not wish to create two tiers of honours..” (Dadly
Telegraph, 31-12-93). Apart from this staggering remark (to
which I will return below) even the Tory Telegraph found it
hard to opt out from the general derision which greeted the
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INTRODUCTION

new list, ‘A surprisingly small proportion of MBEs owe their
preferment to the new system of recommendations from
members of the public’, sniffed its editorialist, “The top of the
list is a degree duller than it was, but essentially the same... If
this Honours List is anything to go by, the classless society is
likely to prove a rather dull place.”

After the Fall

I mention the first of these two incidents from the last week of
1993 for the simple reason that it was quite unimaginable in the
spring of 1988, when The Enchanted Glass first appeared. It
indicates how much things have changed — a sea-change of
popular opinion and sentiment around what then still seemed a
sacred anc[:JJ resistant institution.

The second event, by contrast, suggests how at another level
things have scarcely altered at all. There may have been an
earthquake in the depths. Bur Ukanian government continues
its traditional bucket-and-spade operations around the edges —
in this case, trying to inject a craintive populism into a system
of hopelessly starched hierarchy, the aim being (as ever) to
make the latter more acceptable without changing things too
much.

It would (e.g.) have been ‘too much’ to bring out a two-tier
system where democratic nomination risked colliding with
Establishment patronage and due preferment. British
Honour-tossing is intrinsically a matter of scalable and
multiple tiers and grades: from the supreme, the exalted and
the reasonably grand down to the modestly worthy. So why
should a mere two new tiers suggested by these arrangements
be avoided? Because one of them might get out of hand. If
those honoured by acclaim came to smell like the people’s wish
as against the stuffed-shirt rota and political bribes, then the
whole structure would be fatally endangered. Hence Official
Secrecy is deployed from the outset wo prevent the public
knowing just which “tier” it has elected and which is still being
selected by the ancient norms. Otherwise two very different
kinds of trip to The Palace might soon be occurring: those
perceived as really (and identifiably) ‘deserving’ it as distinct
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THE ENCHANTED GLASS

from those whose turn it happens to be — or who have happen
to have done some favour to power, party or Prime Minister. '

This book tried 10 describe Europe’s last feudal system from
the vantage-point of its soul, the Monarchy. Six years later,
that soul has gone. The outer casing is still in place, of course,
as is the Honours List, the Palace of Westminster and all the
rest. Bur all this means is that nothing has yert replaced them.
The living dead are defending the cemetery quite well. A social
structure is not institutions but what animates them — a set of
allegiances, stresses and tensions, all now functioning rather
differently from the way they did in 1988. At that time, in
‘Two Villages’, a Channel 4 TV series contrasting two villages
in France and England, the people of the Dorset township
explained solemnly how central Royalty was to their identity,
how it confirmed their intimate sense of Englishness - of being
distinct from the rest of Europe. Nowadays, apparently, the
Crown is costed and found wanting.

But may it not be that in reality it1s found wanting because it
15 costed? May not the soul have depended upon exemption
from the ledger-book? In the first edition 1 see I took a rather
snooty view of old-republican complaints about the cost of
Royalty. The theory was that most people were really
unmoved by such moans since they felt there was something
priceless about the Queen. Where so much national dignity
was at stake it scarcely mattered what the Royal Yacht and
Train cost, and protesters on these grounds risked looking like
grudging cheapskates. [n fact an only mildly perverse pleasure
in the expense was sometimes in evidence — as if only a people
of natural aristocrats could be guilty of such heedless excess.
There were also the usual more dubious arguments about how
much the Royal show ‘brought in’ to the nation every year
from bedazzled foreign tourists.

[ am not sure that the theory was mistaken then, but events
since have certainly made it absurd. When personal and
! In this case these included Mr Francis Coulson, MBE, proprietor of the Sharrow
Bay Hotel in the Lake District, where (a5 the Guardian acidly observed) - "Mr Major
and his wife Norma unwound after his testing speech to the Party Conference in
Blackpool last October... In the 1993 Good Horel Guide Mr Coulson loyally echoes

the Prime Minister’s philosophy of classlessness: “Tipping is a feudal system and
degrades both giver and receiver’.



INTRODUCTION

incendiary disaster struck in the early *90s it became clear that
pricelessness was already history. A nation which had suc-
cumbed to aggressive cost-effectiveness could no longer avoid
applying it to the Head of State. But the very fact that this
happened meant that aspects of the institution would be found
wanting. If certain things like HMS Britannia, Queen
Elizabeth’s personal wealth, or the price of Royal security
operations are seriously interrogated at all ~ rather than gaily
brushed aside — they were bound to appear dubious or
preposterous.” Here the downside of Thatcherism’s emanci-
pation was a certain sourness, a crabbed unwillingness to go on
being had — parucularly by ‘Them’, the old class regents of the
national soul. But there was no middle way here: once They
were no longer given the benefit of the doubt, then They could
only get it in the neck.

The Queen then made matters worse by opening
Buckingham Palace to the public and charging them for entry.
She ‘meant well’, of course — as with the previous decision that
the Royal Family should start paying income tax, Both moves
were thought of as modernisation, or ‘opening up’. But in fact
they could only be opening down, levelling things monarchical
into a society going through a fit of cankered and lop-sided
modernisation where greed had eclipsed class. All thar was
sacred could but be profaned — and no less so, actually, when
the idols asked meekly to be costed and tried to put their own

rice on the mysteries. What they were encountering was
ormer subjects who have unintentionally half-mutated into
citizens — but all this in a society still unprogrammed for
citizenship. In that context, without more drastic changes, the
new is condemned to stagnate alongside the old.

An owtward institutional order does not immediately
collapse when its inwardness is transformed. Entropy merely
increases — the inert persistence of a régime whose special bent

‘has long been for bricolage rather than building. The
‘reformed” Honours List is a perfect specimen: a token
readjustment intended to keep the unspeakable in being with a
small improvement to its performance. This boaok is full of

2 On this theme the most careful research and judgement has appeared in Anthony
Haolden’s The Tarnished Crown (1993,
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earlier examples of the craft, from a time when Britishness was
healthier and ‘social engineering” more than a nostalgic joke.
But at the close of 1993 we see it stll being practised,
accompanied by the same broad spectrum of reactions around
the same crucial dilemma — how to appear a bit more
democratic while avoiding the damnable inconvenient rude
ness of the real thing, '

I know one has to be more careful about ‘tokens’ today.
Political Correctness has also disembarked since 1988, with its
tendency to identify any and every change as conspiratorially
trivial. Were time-travel possible, there are now those who
would dismiss the taking of the Bastille and the execution of
Charles I as tokenism. But it should not be concluded that
actual tokens and surrogates do not exist, or cannot sometimes
be distinguished from reforms and revolutions. No: tokenism
lives, and the Brits are its experts. A petrifying social order
over-burdened with customs and symbolism 1s particularly
exposed to its risks simply because it has, like Alice in her
Wonderland, got away for so long with causing things to mean
whatever it wants them to mean. The traditional assumption is,
therefore, that there can be no reason why a new range of
elected and approved Honours should 7ot mean the enhanced
popularity of Honours as such — of The Bath, The Garter, the
Royal Victorian Medal (Silver), and Companions of Honour
alongside these ‘humble’ do-gooders of suburb and shire.
Damn it, the whole thing was only British Parliamentarismin a
nutshell! Let the Royal Fount of Honour flow more broadly
and be sweeter unto the multitude, while disturbing neither
Prime-Ministerial whim nor Established interest. As a tongue
loses its sense and declines into babble it becomes more, not
less, important to decree the meaning of every syllable.

Only one problem: the Royal Fount itselt has dried up. For
about two years it has disgorged little but a daily trickle of petty
scandals and scabrous speculation. There is no need to reiterate
here what every newspaper in Ukania has been churning out,
from the Prince’s pillow-talk to the impending Divorce, from
annus borribilis to the twelve-year-old Prince William’s pros-
pect of short-cut accession. The fact is that in that spiritual or
ideological sense which the book’s main argument saw as

xil
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crucial to the way British identity functioned, the House of
Windsor is dead. It may continue in a moribund and more or
less festering condition for as long as Queen Elizabeth lasts.
But this only confirms the sentence. For every year she
endures on the Throne with no salvation appearing elsewhere
from within this dynastic chienlit, the verdict will grow more
final and the chances of a Republican solution stronger.

As the poll cited above and many other instances suggest,
what counts is that people feel differently abour it all. They
have turned what would once have been called “bolshie’, but
now has to be ‘“Thatcherite’. Is this aggravation, or adulthood
—or some weird new mixture of the two, as yet unfathomed?
They simply will not trust the way they used to. The same
Observer poll that showed people so distrustful of Royalty
revealed them as even more distrustful of government, the
judicial system and the civil service. After two and a half years
of Majorism, only just over one third of Conservative voters
confessed to any trust in their own government. In the North
of England (and hence, most likely in Scotland and Wales too)
a majority 1s now opposed to Prince Charles succeeding his
mother.

It is as if the very context of authority has changed, in ways
which render traditional face-lifting manoeuvres like the new
Honours System nugatory. As nugatory as have been (let us
say) the Citizen’s Charter, the pseudo-reform of Official
Secrecy, the deregulation of TV franchises, the ‘Back to Basics’
campaign or the second Great Reform of Local Government.
Over the latter I must admit to frank Schadenfreude, since the
theme was mentioned more than once in the first edition:
‘energetically and expensively futile reforms of the unimpor-
tant and the secondary, in search of that energising modernity
which had somehow eluded the grasp of one Ministry after
another’ was one rather [ong-winded phrase I thought up for
it. In 1994’s bedlam of disappearing shires and regions,
resurrected districts and amoebically-multiplying quangos
some readers may have forgotten there was an carlier round.
But there was, and all that has really altered is the expense
factor. In the 1960s cosmetic modernisation was at least
decently paid for. Now everything has to be on the cheap. One
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