
As a true-born Englishman I’m supposed to love the 
countryside, to secretly yearn for a landed seat or 

at least a chintzy little cottage. But I don’t. Like the vast 
majority of real English folk I’m a city dweller, but  
unlike all those who have fallen for the chocolate-box 
myth of the bucolic rural idyll, I am proud to admit that 
not only do I love my metropolitan existence, with all 
its vivacious multi-cultural challenges, I actually can’t 
stand the dreary predictability and small-minded 
misanthropy of muddy little England. 

The reality of this nation’s history is that we were the 
first to abandon the land in favour of factories and 
cities, creating an urban, industrialised culture, which 
led the world into smoky modernity and civic pride. 
Only the very wealthy and the 
very stupid stayed on the farm. 
So, instead of having any real 
rural culture of the kind you can 
still find in, say, Italy or Spain, we 
invented a twee fantasy of a green and pleasant land. 
But I know what it’s like out there beyond the M25 
where the tubes don’t go. I’ve seen Straw Dogs.

Actually, the reality of contemporary rural life is 
largely of brutally efficient factory farms, all breeze-
blocks and pesticide and miles of featureless fields.  
Or else it’s smug Colefax and Fowler villages peopled 
by 4x4-driving wellie wearers who are ‘something in 
the city’. These neo-rustics either commute for hours to 
commune with like-minded souls in bad knitwear or 
else only come for the weekend when they sip warm 
beer from a pewter tankard and pretend to be in The 
Archers for two days before slipping back to civilisation. 

Getting away from it all
My aversion to the countryside comes partly from an 
inability to understand what you’re supposed to do 
once you get there. I like the seaside, all bracing winds 
and fish and chips, and I can cope with the occasional 

night in a luxury country hotel with a stroll around the 
grounds before dinner. But I’ve never understood the 
appeal of farmyard animals and a long walk to nowhere, 
past very little. I love the urban thrill of daring new 
architecture juxtaposed with ancient monuments, 
edgy alleyways and elegant boulevards. Cities have 
endless tales to tell and the buzz of never knowing 
what’s around the next corner. The countryside has 
various forms of soil.

Where are the museums and galleries, cinemas and 
theatres, the jazz record shops and the Japanese 
restaurants? And where is the public transport? I hate 
driving, but there is no alternative out there in the 
sticks. You certainly can’t hail a cab. Unless hours 

waiting at the bus stop or a hike 
to the nearest sub-post office are 
your idea of fun, the countryside 
seems close to torture by sensory 
deprivation. There’s nowhere to 

go and no way of getting there, if there was.
I like a life full of as much variety as possible, so the 

dreary uniformity of the British countryside definitely 
doesn’t do it for me. Not only does one field look very 
much like another, but the people are also depressingly 
similar. I suspect the real reason lots of nice middle- 
class folk secretly prefer the country is precisely 
because almost everybody looks and talks and thinks 
exactly like they do. Travelling out to the Daily Mail 
heartland of little England is like travelling back in  
time to a monotone, monocultural nation, a retreat 
from cosmopolitanism into the laager of white-faced, 
white-bread conservatism. Personally, I don’t feel 
comfortable with that.

Cities are simply the sum total of millions of people 
gathered together in all their noisy, creative glory, 
whereas the countryside is a depressing rejection of  
all that in favour of a safe, samey conformity. The skies 
may be big, but the horizons are severely limited. 

Spring 2008 countryside voice 17

voicebox

…the dreary uniformity of the  
British countryside definitely  

doesn’t do it for me.

this green and 
unpleasant land
The countryside, with its remote hilltops and patchwork of copses  
and meadows, captures all that is great about our island nation.  
But for Robert Elms, BBC London radio broadcaster and self-confessed  
city lover, this couldn’t be further from the truth. Here he explains why  
to leave the city is to leave everything behind…


