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Prologue

I

ONE OF THE THINGS that happens when you get older 
is that you discover lots of new ways to hurt your-

self. Recently, in France, I was hit square on the head by 
an automatic parking barrier, something I don’t think I 
could have managed in my younger, more alert years.

There are really only two ways to get hit on the head 
by a parking barrier. One is to stand underneath a 
raised barrier and purposely allow it to fall on you. That 
is the easy way, obviously. The other method – and this 
is where a little diminished mental capacity can go a 
long way – is to forget the barrier you have just seen 
rise, step into the space it has vacated and stand with 
lips pursed while considering your next move, and then 
be taken completely by surprise as it slams down on 
your head like a sledgehammer on a spike. That is the 
method I went for. 

Let me say right now that this was a serious barrier 
– like a scaffolding pole with momentum – and it didn’t 
so much fall as crash back into its cradle. The venue for 
this adventure in cranial trauma was an open-air car 
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park in a pleasant coastal resort in Normandy called 
Etretat, not far from Deauville, where my wife and I had 
gone for a few days. I was alone at this point, however, 
trying to find my way to a clifftop path at the far side of 
the car park, but the way was blocked by the barrier, 
which was too low for a man of my dimensions to duck 
under and much too high to vault. As I stood hesitating, 
a car pulled up, the driver took a ticket, the barrier rose 
and the driver drove on through. This was the moment 
that I chose to step forward and to stand considering 
my next move, little realizing that it would be mostly 
downwards.

 Well, I have never been hit so startlingly and hard. 
Suddenly I was both the most bewildered and relaxed 
person in France. My legs buckled and folded beneath 
me and my arms grew so independently lively that I 
managed to smack myself in the face with my elbows. 
For the next several minutes my walking was, for the 
most part, involuntarily sideways. A kindly lady helped 
me to a bench and gave me a square of chocolate, which 
I found I was still clutching the next morning. As I sat 
there, another car passed through and the barrier fell 
back into place with a reverberating clang. It seemed 
impossible that I could have survived such a violent 
blow. But then, because I am a little paranoid and given 
to private histrionics, I became convinced that I had in 
fact sustained grave internal injuries, which had not yet 
revealed themselves. Blood was pooling inside my 
head, like a slowly filling bath, and at some point soon 
my eyes would roll upwards, I would issue a dull groan, 
and quietly tip over, never to rise again.
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The positive side of thinking you are about to die is 
that it does make you glad of the little life that is left to 
you. I spent most of the following three days gazing 
appreciatively at Deauville, admiring its tidiness and 
wealth, going for long walks along its beach and prom-
enade or just sitting and watching the rolling sea and 
blue sky. Deauville is a very fine town. There are far 
worse places to tip over. 

One afternoon as my wife and I sat on a bench facing 
the English Channel, I said to her, in my new reflective 
mood, ‘I bet whatever seaside town is directly opposite 
on the English side will be depressed and struggling, 
while Deauville remains well off and lovely. Why is 
that, do you suppose?’

‘No idea,’ my wife said. She was reading a novel and 
didn’t accept that I was about to die. 

‘What is opposite us?’ I asked.
‘No idea,’ she said and turned a page.
‘Weymouth?’
‘No idea.’
‘Hove maybe?’
‘Which part of “no idea” are you struggling to get on 

top of?’
I looked on her smartphone. (I’m not allowed a 

smartphone of my own because I would lose it.) I don’t 
know how accurate her maps are – they often urge us to 
go to Michigan or California when we are looking for 
some place in Worcestershire – but the name that came 
up on the screen was Bognor Regis. 

I didn’t think anything of this at the time, but soon it 
would come to seem almost prophetic.
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II

I first came to England at the other end of my life, when 
I was still quite young, just twenty. 

In those days, for a short but intensive period, a very 
high proportion of all in the world that was worth  
taking note of came out of Britain. The Beatles, James 
Bond, Mary Quant and miniskirts, Twiggy and Justin 
de Villeneuve, Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor’s 
love life, Princess Margaret’s love life, the Rolling 
Stones, the Kinks, suit jackets without collars, tele- 
vision series like The Avengers and The Prisoner, spy  
novels by John le Carré and Len Deighton, Marianne 
Faithfull and Dusty Springfield, quirky movies starring 
David Hemmings and Terence Stamp that we didn’t 
quite get in Iowa, Harold Pinter plays that we didn’t get 
at all, Peter Cook and Dudley Moore, That Was the Week 
That Was, the Profumo scandal – practically everything 
really. 

Advertisements in magazines like the New Yorker and 
Esquire were full of British products in a way they never 
would be again – Gilbey’s and Tanqueray gin, Harris 
tweeds, BOAC airliners, Aquascutum suits and Viyella 
shirts, Keens felted hats, Alan Paine sweaters, Daks 
trousers, MG and Austin Healey sports cars, a hundred 
varieties of Scotch whisky. It was clear that if you wanted 
quality and suavity in your life, it was British goods that 
were in large part going to supply it. Not all of this made 
a great deal of sense even then, it must be said. A popu-
lar cologne of the day was called Pub. I am not at all 
sure what resonances that was supposed to evoke. I 
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have been drinking in England for forty years and I 
can’t say that I have ever encountered anything in a pub 
that I would want to rub on my face. 

Because of all the attention we gave Britain, I thought 
I knew a fair amount about the place, but I quickly dis-
covered upon arriving that I was very wrong. I couldn’t 
even speak my own language there. In the first few 
days, I failed to distinguish between collar and colour, 
khaki and car key, letters and lettuce, bed and bared, karma 
and calmer. 

Needing a haircut, I ventured into a unisex hair- 
dresser’s in Oxford, where the proprietress, a large and 
vaguely forbidding woman, escorted me to a chair,  
and there informed me crisply: ‘Your hair will be cut by 
a vet today.’

I was taken aback. ‘Like a person who treats sick  
animals?’ I said, quietly horrified. 

‘No, her name is Yvette,’ she replied and with the 
briefest of gazes into my face made it clear that I was  
the most exhausting idiot that she had encountered in 
some time.

In a pub I asked what kind of sandwiches they had. 
‘Ham and cheese,’ the man said.
‘Oh, yes please,’ I said.
‘Yes please what?’ he said.
‘Yes please, ham and cheese,’ I said, but with less 

confidence.
‘No, it’s ham or cheese,’ he explained. 
‘You don’t do them both together?’
‘No.’
‘Oh,’ I said, surprised, then leaned towards him  
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and in a low, confidential tone said: ‘Why not? Too 
flavourful?’

He stared at me.
‘I’ll have cheese then, please,’ I said contritely.
When the sandwich came, the cheese was extrava-

gantly shredded – I had never seen a dairy product 
distressed before serving – and accompanied by what I 
now know was Branston pickle, but what looked to me 
then like what you find when you stick your hand into 
a clogged sump. 

I nibbled it tentatively and was pleased to discover 
that it was delicious. Gradually it dawned on me that I 
had found a country that was wholly strange to me and 
yet somehow marvellous. It is a feeling that has never 
left me.

My time in Britain describes a kind of bell curve, start-
ing at the bottom left-hand corner in the ‘Knows Almost 
Nothing at All’ zone, and rising in a gradual arc to 
‘Pretty Thorough Acquaintanceship’ at the top. Having 
attained this summit, I assumed that I would remain 
there permanently, but recently I have begun to slide 
down the other side towards ignorance and bewilder-
ment again as increasingly I find myself living in a 
country that I don’t altogether recognize. It is a place 
full of celebrities whose names I don’t know and talents 
I cannot discern, of acronyms (BFF, TMI, TOWIE) that 
have to be explained to me, of people who seem to be 
experiencing a different kind of reality from the one I 
know. 

I am constantly at a loss in this new world. Recently 
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I closed my door on a caller because I couldn’t think 
what else to do with him. He was a meter reader. At  
first I was pleased to see him. We haven’t had a meter 
reader at our house since Edward Heath was prime 
minister, so I let him in gladly and even fetched a  
stepladder so that he could climb up and get a clear 
reading. It was only when he departed and returned a 
minute later that I began to regret our deepening 
relationship.

‘Sorry, I also need to read the meter in the men’s 
room,’ he told me.

‘I beg your pardon?’
‘It says here there is a second meter in the men’s 

room.’
‘Well, we don’t have a men’s room because this is a 

house, you see.’
‘It says here it’s a school.’
‘Well, it’s not. It’s a house. You were just in it. Did you 

see roomfuls of young people?’
He thought hard for a minute. 
‘Do you mind if I have a look around?’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Just a little look. Won’t take five minutes.’
‘You think you’re going to find a men’s room that we 

have somehow overlooked?’
‘You never know!’ he said brightly.
‘I’m shutting the door now because I don’t know 

what else to do,’ I said and shut the door. I could hear 
him making mild bleatings through the wood. ‘Besides 
I have an important appointment,’ I called back through 
the wood. And it was true. I did have an important 
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appointment – one, as it happens, that has everything 
to do with the book that follows.

I was about to go to Eastleigh to take a British citi-
zenship test. 

The irony of this was not lost on me. Just as I was 
becoming thoroughly remystified by life in modern 
Britain, I was being summoned to demonstrate that I 
understood the place. 

III

For a long time, there were two ways to become a British 
citizen. The first, the trickier but paradoxically much 
the more common method, was to find your way into a 
British womb and wait for nine months. The other way 
was to fill out some forms and swear an oath. Since 
2005, however, people in the second category have 
additionally had to demonstrate proficiency in English 
and pass a knowledge test. 

I was excused the language test because English is my 
native tongue, but no one is excused the knowledge 
test, and it’s tough. No matter how well you think you 
know Britain, you don’t know the things you need to 
know to pass the Life in Britain Knowledge Test. You 
need to know, for instance, who Sake Dean Mahomet 
was. (He was the man who introduced shampoo to 
Britain. Honestly.) You need to know by what other 
name the 1944 Education Act is known. (The Butler 
Act.) You need to know when life peerages were created 
(1958) and in what year the maximum length of a 
working day for women and children was reduced to 
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ten hours (1847). You have to be able to identify Jenson 
Button. (No point asking why.) You can be denied citi-
zenship if you don’t know the number of member states 
in the Commonwealth, who Britain’s enemies in the 
Crimean War were, the percentages of people who 
describe themselves as Sikh, Muslim, Hindu or 
Christian, and the actual name of the Big Ben tower. 
(It’s the Elizabeth Tower.) You even have to know a few 
things that aren’t in fact true. If, for instance, you are 
asked, ‘What are the two most distant points on the 
British mainland?’ you have to say, ‘Land’s End and 
John o’Groats’ even though they are not. This is one 
tough test. 

To prepare, I ordered the full set of study guides, con-
sisting of a shiny paperback called Life in the United 
Kingdom: A Guide for New Residents and two auxiliary 
volumes: an Official Study Guide, which tells you how to 
use the first book (essentially, start at page one and 
move through the following pages one at a time, in 
order), and a volume of Official Practice Questions and 
Answers, containing seventeen practice tests. Naturally, 
I did a couple of these before reading a word of the 
study guides and was horrified at how poorly I did. 
(When you are asked ‘What are Welsh MPs called?’ the 
answer is not ‘Gareth and Dafydd mostly.’)

The study guide is an interesting book, nicely  
modest, a little vacuous at times, but with its heart in 
the right place. Britain, you learn, is a country that 
cherishes fair play, is rather good at art and literature, 
values good manners, and has often shown itself to be 
commendably inventive, especially around things that 
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run on steam. The people are a generally decent lot who 
garden, go for walks in the country, eat roast beef and 
Yorkshire pudding on Sundays (unless they are Scottish, 
in which case they may go for haggis). They holiday at 
the seaside, obey the Green Cross Code, queue patiently, 
vote sensibly, respect the police, venerate the monarch, 
and practise moderation in all things. Occasionally 
they go to a public house to drink two units or fewer of 
good English ale and to have a game of pool or skittles. 
(You sometimes feel that the people who wrote the 
guidebook should get out more.) 

At times the book is so careful about being inoffen-
sive that it doesn’t actually say anything at all, as in this 
discussion, given here in full, of the contemporary 
music scene: ‘There are many different venues and 
musical events that take place across the UK.’ Thank 
you for that rich insight. (And I don’t like to be a smart 
alec, but venues don’t take place. They just are.) 
Sometimes the book is simply wrong, as when it 
declares that Land’s End and John o’Groats are maxi-
mally remote, and sometimes it is dubious and wrong. 
It cites the actor Anthony Hopkins as the kind of person 
Britons can be proud of without apparently pausing to 
reflect that Anthony Hopkins is now an American citi-
zen living in California. It also misspells his first name. 
It calls the literary area of Westminster Abbey ‘Poet’s 
Corner’, perhaps in the belief that they only keep one 
poet at a time there. Generally, I try not to be overfussy 
about these things, but if it is a requirement that people 
who take the test should have a full command of 
English, then perhaps it would be an idea to make 
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certain that those responsible for the test demonstrate a 
similar proficiency.

And so, after a month’s hard study, the day of my test 
arrived. My instructions were to present myself at the 
appointed hour at a place called Wessex House in 
Eastleigh, Hampshire, the nearest testing centre to my 
home. Eastleigh is a satellite of Southampton and 
appears to have been bombed heavily during the 
Second World War, though perhaps not quite heavily 
enough. It is an interestingly unmemorable place – not 
numbingly ugly but not attractive either; not wretch-
edly poor but not prosperous; not completely dead in 
the centre, but clearly not thriving. The bus station was 
just an outer wall of Sainsbury’s with a glass marquee 
over it, evidently to give pigeons a dry place to shit. 

Like many British towns, Eastleigh has closed its  
factories and workshops, and instead is directing all  
its economic energies into the making and drinking of 
coffee. There were essentially two types of shop in the 
town: empty shops and coffee shops. Some of the empty 
shops, according to signs in their windows, were in the 
process of being converted into coffee shops, and many 
of the coffee shops, judging by their level of custom, 
looked as if they weren’t far off becoming empty shops 
again. I am no economist, but I am guessing that that’s 
what is known as a virtuous circle. One or two more 
adventurous entrepreneurs had opened pound stores or 
betting shops, and a few charities had taken over other 
abandoned premises, but on the whole Eastleigh 
seemed to be a place where you could either have a cup 
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of coffee or sit and watch pigeons defecate. I had a cup 
of coffee, for the sake of the economy, watched a pigeon 
defecate across the way, then presented myself at Wessex 
House for my test. 

Five of us were present for testing on this particular 
morning. We were shown to a roomful of desks, each 
with a computer screen and a mouse sitting on a plain 
mat, and seated so that we couldn’t see anyone else’s 
screen. Once settled, we were given a practice test of 
four questions to make sure we were comfortably in 
command of our mouse and mousepad. Because it was 
a practice test, the questions were encouragingly easy, 
along the lines of:

Manchester United is:
(a) a political party
(b) a dance band
(c) an English football team

It took about fifteen seconds for four of us to answer 
the practice questions, but one lady – pleasant, middle- 
aged, slightly plumpish, I am guessing from one of 
those Middle Eastern countries where they eat a lot  
of sticky sweets – took considerably longer. Twice the 
supervisor came to see if she was all right. I passed  
the time discreetly looking in my desk drawers – they 
were unlocked but empty – and seeing if there was any 
way to have fun moving a cursor around a blank screen. 
There isn’t. 

At length the woman announced that she had fin-
ished and the supervisor came to check her work. He 
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bent to her screen and in a tone of quiet amazement 
said: ‘You’ve missed them all.’

She beamed uncertainly, not sure if this was an 
achievement. 

‘Do you want to try them again?’ the supervisor 
asked helpfully. ‘You’re entitled to try again.’

The woman gave every appearance of having no clear 
idea of what was going on, but gamely elected to press 
on, and so the test began. 

The first question was: ‘You’ve seen Eastleigh. Are 
you sure you want to stay in Britain?’ Actually, I don’t 
recall what the first question was or any of those that 
followed. We weren’t allowed to bring anything to the 
desk, so I couldn’t take notes or tap my teeth thought-
fully with a pencil. The test consisted of twenty-four 
multiple-choice questions and took only about three 
minutes. You either know the answers or you don’t. I 
presented myself at the supervisor’s desk upon com
pletion, and we waited together while the computer 
checked my answers, a process that took about as long 
as the test itself, and at last he told me with a smile that 
I had passed, but he couldn’t tell me exactly how I did. 
The computer only indicated pass or fail. 

‘I’ll just print out your result,’ he said. This took 
another small age. I was hoping for a smart parchment- 
like certificate, like you get when you climb Sydney 
Harbour Bridge or do a cookery course with Waitrose, 
but it was just a faintly printed letter confirming that  
I was certified as intellectually fit for life in modern 
Britain. 

Beaming like the lady from the Middle East (who 
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appeared to be hunting around for a keyboard when 
last I glimpsed her), I left the building feeling pleased, 
even a little exhilarated. The sun was shining. Across 
the way at the bus station, two men in bomber jackets 
were having a morning aperitif from matching cans of 
lager. A pigeon picked at a cigarette butt and squeezed 
out a little shit. Life in modern Britain, it seemed to me, 
was pretty good.

IV

A day or so later, I met my publisher, a kindly and  
much loved fellow named Larry Finlay, for lunch  
in London, to discuss a subject for my next book.  
Larry lives in quiet dread that I will suggest some  
ludicrously uncommercial topic – a biography of Mamie 
Eisenhower, perhaps, or something on Canada – and  
so always tries to head me off with an alternative 
suggestion. 

‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘it’s twenty years since you 
wrote Notes from a Small Island?’

‘Really?’ I replied, amazed at how much past one can 
accumulate without any effort at all. 

‘Ever thought about a sequel?’ His tone was casual, 
but in his eyes I could see little glinting pound signs 
where his irises normally were. 

I considered for a moment. ‘Actually there is a certain 
timeliness to that,’ I said. ‘I’m just about to take out 
British citizenship, you know.’ 

‘Really?’ Larry said. The pound signs brightened and 
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began to pulsate ever so slightly. ‘You’re giving up your 
American citizenship?’

‘No, I keep it. I’ll have British and American both.’ 
Larry was suddenly racing ahead. Marketing plans 

were forming in his head. Underground posters – not 
the really big ones, the much smaller kind – were 
springing to mind. ‘You can take stock of your new 
country,’ he said.

‘I don’t want to end up going back to all the same 
places and writing about all the same things.’

‘Then go to different places,’ Larry agreed. ‘Go to’ – 
he searched for a name to nominate, somewhere no 
one’s ever been – ‘Bognor Regis.’

I looked at him with interest. ‘That’s the second refer-
ence I have heard to Bognor Regis this week,’ I said.

‘Think of it as a sign,’ Larry said. 

Later that afternoon, at home, I pulled out my ancient 
and falling-apart AA Complete Atlas of Britain (so old 
that it shows the M25 as a dotted aspiration) just to 
have a look. Apart from anything else I was curious  
to see what is the longest distance you can travel in 
Britain in a straight line. It is most assuredly not from 
Land’s End to John o’Groats, despite what my official 
study guide had said. (What it said, for the record, is: 
‘The longest distance on the mainland is from John 
o’Groats on the north coast of Scotland to Land’s End 
in the south-west corner of England. It is about 870 
miles.’) For one thing, the northernmost outcrop of 
mainland is not John o’Groats but Dunnet Head, eight 
miles to the west, and at least six other nubbins of land 
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along that same stretch of coastline are more northerly 
than John o’Groats. But the real issue is that a journey 
from Land’s End to John o’Groats would require a series 
of zigzags. If you allow zigzags, then you could carom 
about the country in any pattern you wished and thus 
make the distance effectively infinite. I wanted to know 
what was the furthest you could travel in a straight line 
without crossing salt water. Laying a ruler across the 
page, I discovered to my surprise that the ruler tilted 
away from Land’s End and John o’Groats, like a deflected 
compass needle. The longest straight line actually 
started at the top left-hand side of the map at a lonely 
Scottish promontory called Cape Wrath. The bottom, 
even more interestingly, went straight through Bognor 
Regis.

Larry was right. It was a sign. 
For the briefest of periods, I considered the possi

bility of travelling through Britain along my newly 
discovered line (the Bryson Line, as I would like it now 
to become generally known, since I was the one who 
discovered it), but I could see almost at once that that 
wouldn’t be practical or even desirable. It would mean, 
if I took it literally, going through people’s houses and 
gardens, tramping across trackless fields, and fording 
rivers, which was clearly crazy; and if I just tried to stay 
close to it, it would mean endlessly picking my way 
through suburban streets in places like Macclesfield 
and Wolverhampton, which didn’t sound terribly 
rewarding either. But I could certainly use the Bryson 
Line as a kind of beacon, to guide my way. I determined 
that I would begin and end at its terminal points, and 
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visit it from time to time en route when I conveniently 
could and when I remembered to do so, but I wouldn’t 
force myself to follow it religiously. It would be, rather, 
my terminus ad quem, whatever exactly that means. 
Along the way, I would, as far as possible, avoid the 
places I went to on the first trip (too much danger of 
standing on a corner and harrumphing at how things 
had deteriorated since I was last there) and instead 
focus on places I had never been, in the hope I could see 
them with fresh, unbiased eyes.

I particularly liked the idea of Cape Wrath. I know 
nothing about it – it could be a caravan park, for all I 
know – but it sounded rugged and wave-battered and 
difficult to get to, a destination for a serious traveller. 
When people asked me where I was bound, I could gaze 
towards the northern horizon with a set expression and 
say: ‘Cape Wrath, God willing.’ I imagined my listeners 
giving a low whistle of admiration and replying, ‘Gosh, 
that’s a long way.’ I would nod in grim acknowledge-
ment. ‘Not even sure if there’s a tearoom,’ I would add.

But before that distant adventure, I had hundreds of 
miles of historic towns and lovely countryside to get 
through, and a visit to the celebrated English seaside at 
Bognor.
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