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lan Sansom is charmed
by an erudite history of
national etiquette

Sorry! The English and
Their Manners

by Henry Hitchings

400pp, John Murray, £13.99

One suspects that a man who writes a
book about manners is in facta
seething, mad-eyed malcontent, and
there are certainly moments in Sorry!
The English and Their Manners when
Henry Hitchings begins to bubble with
anger and disquiet, eyes a-popping,
mouth a-frothing, fingers feverishly
scratching at the sacred cows and filthy
pigs of contemporary culture. “You
know how that looks and feels,” he
insists at one point: “the shared gawps
of distress as Trendster McFuckpig
blurts once again into his tiny
electronic conch.”

Hitchings’s little fits and rages,
however, are more often caused by
those who take too simplistica
view of the decline of modem
manners, rather than by the jostling,
beheadphoned, Pringles-munching,
onesie-wearing loudmouth barbarian
hordes. “I dispute the claim that
manners are in decline across the
board,” Hitchings concludes, preferring
instead the idea that “new social
relationships entail new social codes”,
and thus manners today might be
understood to be “more complex than
ever before”. This is not a book likely to
be serialised in the Daily Mail.

Hitchings is quite an enigma. A
writer of apparently limitless learning
and intelligence, who writes works of
scholarship masquerading as popular

in Sorry! he’s able so confidently to
cover the history of courtesy, civility,
etiquette, privacy, hat-tipping, kissing,
hypocrisy, names, name-calling, table
manners, the fascinating usage and
abusage of the word “sprezzatura”, and
the rituals of bereavement. Who’s to
challenge his knowledge and authority
in all of these areas?

And yet there is clearly nothing
counterfeit about any of Hitchings’s
research. If anything, it’s a kind of
restless, wandering, burrowing )
through history and ideas that results
not so much in an argument asina
demonstration of its own endless
curiosity. If one begins occasionally to
become indifferent to its shambling
charms, it’s perhaps because we have
become inured to what another great
odd, unpredictable intelligencer, Geoff
Dyer, in Zona (2012) - his great looping
book about another great looper,
Andrei Tarkovsky - calls moron-time
(in which nothing can last for longer
than two seconds). We are too
accustomed to art and literature that
moves at the speed of Speed, with all of
its predictable knock-out punches,
take-downs and Robert McKee-style
story shapes.

Hitchings acknowledges at the
outset thata global history of manners
would necessarily take in Confucius,
Cicero, the Talmud, the Islamic code of
adab, and goodness knows what else,
so he wisely restricts himself to the
English and starts with the medieval.
“Let’s for a moment project ourselves
into this world. If you live in 13th-
century England, your home is
draughty and smoky ... you will be
obliged to slumber on a clay floor
strewn with rushes that have become
ingrained with filth ... You may also
share your bed with a stranger.
Inhibitions are low, which is in some
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It is pretty much official now that the
world is going to hell in a handcart.
Just in case we might have forgotten
about the relentlessly draining impact
of 7 billion humans on the Earth’s
life-support system, this impassioned
book reminds us of the key elements in
that dismal story.

Juniper documents with ferocious
pace and articulacy how the stock
practices of hi-tech farming, such as
deep ploughing and the ceaseless
application of chemicals, have
degraded about a third of the world’s

because the challenge of triple-dip
recession seems so much more
important, we find a way to bypass the
news of ecological catastrophe.
Whatever the reason, and
Juniper has convincing explanations
for our balefully short attention span,
we cannot quite submit to the idea that
every mouthful we eat, all our wealth,
everything we have from our Cox’s
orange pippins to our Apple Macs,
comes out of the Earth or is given to us
by the sun. After 10 generations of'
industrial society, and with most
people in the west removed from a
world of soil and sweat, we are so

consequences. Not only did the loss of
the birds’ sanitary service giverise toa
mountain of cattle carcasses, it also
triggered a vast increase in the dog
population which, in turn, caused 40
million more dog bites and 47,000
additional deaths from rabies. The
total bill for losing the nation’s

-spiralling flock of avian scavengers has

been calculated at $34 billion.

This is small beer when you
compare it with a universal service
such as the Earth’s provision of
drinking water. We load our rivers
with an unwanted cargo of nitrate
fertiliser and plasticrubbish, even

vigour and verve that it might have
impressed the great multi-tasking
Doctor himself; The Secret Life of Words
(2008) was a history of the English
language that seemed to leave no
etymological stone unturned; and The
Language Wars: A History of Proper
English (2011) waded confidently into a
vicious battle that has been going on for
centuries with no signs of ceasing,.
Now, in Sorry!, abook as
diverting and wide-ranging as
ever, the footnotes and
bibliography alone would

put the average PhD student
to shame.

codified over the course of hundreds of
years, until finally we’re all familiar
with certain “acts or gestures of *
avoidance and restraint” that signify
goed behaviour - like, not blowing
your nose in your hand. This at least is
the chronology. More interesting are
the insights along the way and where
Hitchings ends up: “the ability to
evaluate and regulate the effects

we have on other people is part of
. afine awareness of our selves. If

. ok we stop thinking about those

effects, if we stop caring, we are
not expressing the freedom
and wonder of our selves,
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