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Seaweed
A sign of the Times was published in 2007 and thus predates Bob Carr’s The Bright Side which I reviewed quite recently. Although it is a civilian novel the hero is an ex-Bootneck. The theme is Grey Power and how a resourceful senior citizen can combat the forces of darkness which seem to be running and ruining our country. That this is not an entirely fanciful objective is shown by a recent news item in which a Granny sent a pack of armed robbers flying by setting about them with her handbag – truly there is nothing to fear except fear itself. Indeed my own father in law, in his eighties, was once accosted by two brave young fellows in a pedestrian underpass – he felled one with an uppercut and the other fled. Pa-in-law toddled home, and rang the Plod to collect the fallen carcass, but it had gone away. He assumed that nothing would follow but amazingly he was called to an identity parade weeks later where a run of young fellows was lined up for him to make his choice. He was a bit flummoxed by this as it had been dark in the underpass, but one of the line obligingly leant forward and said “I’ll get you for this you old bugger”.
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Buy this book from Amazon Click Here



It was pleasant for the police to be so helpful; Bob Carr finds generally otherwise, and roasts them – at length and in often hilarious detail - for stupidity, mendacity, duplicity and idleness; I have sadly encountered all this from my own Force, and the Press daily regales us with worked examples, from the stitching up of the wrong man for murdering Rachel Nickell, and the mishandling of the Soham murders, to the apparent soft touch with parliamentary fraudsters, and just immediately allegations of waiting to gather evidence of phone hacking until it has been safely wiped, no doubt to the relief of Rupert Murdoch. All this is unworthy of those officers who put their lives on the line for the citizenry; they are sadly let down by too many of their colleagues.

Another major target is the mental health industry and its practitioners, whose fabric Carr tears into confetti. Here my corrobative experience is vicarious (I am happy to say!) but my cousin (who was indeed loopy) emerged from ‘treatment’ minus the ability to cook, which was her living so had all to be re-learnt, and minus her skill at the piano which took away the relaxation that might have helped her stay sane.

It would spoil your pleasure if I told you what skills the hero deploys, but I find such a person entirely believable following a demonstration by an RM Colour Sergeant who noticed that a Canadian on the Sub Lieutenants’ 5-Day Course in Land fighting was not giving him complete attention. I never saw anything move but the Canadian just seemed to be suddenly writhing in agony on the ground; Colours merely continued to explain to us how to persuade a person to more compliant behaviour with three strokes of a pick helve, and how to take someone’s eyeball out with one’s thumb.

Carr’s bone dry, sardonic, even cynical humour reached right out to me. I had Tom Sharpe in mind before I noticed, on the wrapper, that the publisher had beaten me to it; what is here is Tom Sharpe meets Anthony Burgess. Carr is in an honoured tradition of English writers going right back to Chaucer in sending up the Establishment and its time-serving, self-serving lackeys. Clearly from the allusions that salt the narrative the author is very well read; the only way to learn to write good English is to read lots of it; this book is very well written. Not only is the prose excellent but so also the construction. There is a pacy run of incidents, devoid of padding, with much just sketched in so that the reader is intrigued into working to discover what is really happening; fast action with no waffle. The characters are excellently drawn and highly believable, as if Carr had a suitcase of Action Men fully delineated and ready for play. Each is, as it were, taken out by a giant hand, given a good verbal slapping, and put back again gibbering. Just when you think you are reading a series of separate short stories, the author reappears still clutching the ends of all the pieces of string which he then deftly ties together, a skill observable in Herodotus. Events crowd into an apocalyptic crescendo. There were times when reading the book was almost like watching a film, the imagery was so well drawn. Indeed I think under an English director this book could make a very entertaining movie. 

Older readers will share Carr’s nostalgia for a Merrie England which has vanished away - A E Housman’s “ .. land of lost content, I see it shining plain, The happy highways where I went And cannot come again.” I empathise with this, missing my long vanished world so safe it was policed by a copper with a wooden leg. Each of us in our turn is driven out of the Garden of Eden. Carr mentions the road men who used to work their way along the highway hedging and ditching – it is to the point that these had eyes and ears as well as billhooks; evil can better flourish where there is no one to observe. We get glimpses of a bucolic idyll of rural Berkshire as the old men gather in their smoke-wreathed pub in dungy tweeds, dungy lurchers beneath their chairs, while Carr takes careful aim at Local Government ‘public servants’ on the one hand, and hobby farmers and over-wealthy pop persons on the other, who are tearing it all apart. It is a small blemish that Carr, a gifted autodidact, has a chip on his shoulder against those who did not miss the educational bus in youth but emerged from university or the professions to lord it over such as himself. 

Welcome to Tony Blair’s Britain (although for me the rot set in when Maggie made Douglas Hurd Home Secretary, as big a slap in the face for the public as when Caligula made his horse a Consul). Carr’s catalogue of its social ills will save you buying a Daily Mail ever again; yet there is nothing in this book which could not, at atomic level, be real. 

Notoriously, power corrupts, in little as in large. The moral of the book is “Don’t get mad, get even”. This does require skill, planning and patience. For those who lack the first or second I can reassure them that it is also true that if you sit by the river long enough your enemies will come floating past, destroyed by the very character defects that caused your loathing. My only niggles on style are a very few allusions may go over the heads of a civilian readership, for whom paying-off pendants and the Rusty B may prove obscure; and I was sometimes puzzled by the chronology as we moved from typewriters and Greenham peacenik wimmin to CB radio and eventually computers and mobile phones. But that was probably me, not the author. 

I will put no health warning on this book as the very people likely to be offended are those who most ought to read it. I could even hope they lie unquiet in their beds. For ARRSE or Rum Ration readers there are definitely five mushroomheads.

One day I’ll work out why this Berkshire lad has rendered Newbury as Newberry consistently throughout the book. Perhaps he was just fishing for a bite.
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