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  Over much of the world and in most of its cities the liberator, like many successful revolutionaries, is increasingly becoming an oppressor. Cars have reshaped landscapes and

  societies, killed millions through accidents and pollution, gobbled up scarce resources and marginalised the poor.




  

    Geoffrey Lean, Independent on Sunday, 21 January 1996
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Cars R us


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   




  This book does not blame car drivers for the state we’re in. After all, anyone in a vehicle can be driven mad, every day, by the traffic. Cars are expensive to buy,

  insure and maintain; petrol is expensive; cars get broken into; parts are expensive; cars fail the MoT; no-claims bonuses are scrapped; other people’s cars make you late; there’s

  nowhere to park; other people inspire road rage; drivers can’t drink; cars get written off . . . Buses clog up the roads. Buses don’t even turn up. Taxis disappear when it’s wet,

  sunny, late – or there’s a big game on the box. Cycling isn’t safe. The roads are dangerous . . . But the biggest problem of all is that there are just too many other people on

  those roads.




  Traffic jams are so much a part of urban life that few road users expect to arrive in the time a journey ought to take. For most drivers it’s a miracle when you find a car-parking space

  – and the right coins to pay for it. Author Emrys Jones puts this frustration well: ‘No one has driven at snail’s pace through London, already late for an appointment and with no

  guarantee of a parking place at journey’s end, without cursing the road system; no one has approached Caracas or Rio through the awfulness of their shanty towns without wondering why they are

  tolerated; or seen the street-sleepers in Calcutta – or those under Charing Cross Bridge, for that matter – without being convinced that man has made his own hell.’1




  The new improved hell came to our capital on 21 April 1997. London ground to a halt, with total city gridlock and queues on all the main routes into the capital. This mother of all rush-hour

  traffic jams, sparked by an IRA bomb scare, showed a society addicted to car ownership what twenty-first-century idling was going to be like. And it didn’t like it.




  But how can we expect to unclog roads now that three out of four people rely on their car for all journeys?2 Although there are more than twenty-seven

  million cars registered in Britain, there could be forty million on the road by 2025.3 Each August, when the registration letter changes, more than 450,000

  new cars are snapped up.4 In August 1997, when the UK was still releasing new numberplates annually, 526,000 new cars were bought. That’s enough to

  bring a six-lane London–Edinburgh motorway to a standstill. By the time there are thirty-four million cars on the road, that imaginary motorway parking lot will be 140 lanes

  wide.5




  More worryingly, cars – or rather the fossil fuels which power them – account for at least 22 per cent of the UK’s carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions. As CO2

  is one of the key greenhouse gases, traffic is clearly a major cause of global warming, the terrifying problem which threatens to change the world’s climate irrevocably, bringing a nightmare

  of climate disasters for future generations.




  Yet at the same time as the effects of traffic pollution are becoming better known, such as the increases in asthma and other respiratory problems, many companies are using ever more

  sophisticated marketing skills to shift cars and lobby for bigger roads. Brazil expects to see its home car market double to 2.7 million sales a year by 2004; the total growth for the South

  American region could be five million.6 Car sales in India are growing at about 26 per cent each year – as a result Calcutta looks set to build six

  new flyovers and ban non-polluting cycle rickshaws to ease congestion in the city.7




  The vested interests of the motor industry mean that time and again pollution figures are deliberately fudged. For example, Britain has repeatedly argued against tightening EU standards on

  vehicle emissions and fuel quality. In exasperation a confidential EU report finally did the dirty on the UK’s clean, green image. ‘Far from making Britain the “clean man of

  Europe”, John Major’s government has repeatedly argued against key measures needed to further reduce the dangerous pollutants being spewed into the air from car exhausts. The Danes,

  Germans, Swedes, Austrians and Finns are the real clean men. In dealing with traffic pollution, this report shows Britain still languishing towards the bottom of the European

  league,’8 commented Friends of the Earth transport campaigner Roger Higman, in response to a leaked report, in spring 1997.




  Right to drive




  We all want to drive, we all have a right to drive: and that’s the problem. Congestion during the morning and evening rush hours – that growing time between 7 and 10

  a.m. and 4 and 7 p.m. – already affects every urban centre. Rural traffic is set to see yet more snarl-ups, often on roads with just a handful of passing-places. Despite this, anyone with a

  set of car keys – at seventeen, if you’re lucky enough to pass your test first go and have access to wheels – knows the world gets a lot more interesting in a car. For women

  it’s freedom; for men a babe magnet – a factor Jeremy Clarkson never fails to exploit in his testosterone-charged reports for the massively popular TV shows Top Gear and Motor

  World. You can flash a snazzy model; take off when you want (rather than wait for a lift); impress a hot date; buy heavy stuff at the supermarket; arrive late; leave early; drive to the golf

  course or the seaside; shift furniture; save on train fares; say goodbye to the bus; drive around Europe or hire a car anywhere in the world . . . the possibilities seem limitless.




  That’s why, if you ask people what they’d do if they won the Lottery, most start their shopping list with a new motor – even highly paid footballers. West Ham midfielder

  Frankie Lampard Jr drives a BMW Compact, but if he won the Lottery he claims he’d ‘Get my mum and sister new cars – then get myself one, too!’ His colleague, full-back Tim

  Breacker, has a Renault and a similar mindset. ‘The first thing I’d buy if I won the Lottery would be the biggest, fastest, largest, most powerful and expensive car on the

  market.’9 Many footballers do just that anyway.




  This human urge to make life easier and faster – and to flash cash – has resulted in an explosion of car use. The American taste for massive gas-guzzlers, measuring so many more

  square cubic metres than European and Pacific Rim models, must be due to that nation’s unquestioning assumption that a big man has a big car. Which is why cars are so useful for social

  deceit, as Desmond Morris explains: ‘The really serious status climber . . . [needs] the genuine article, and must always go one step further than he can afford . . . If he can afford a small

  motor car, he buys a medium-sized one; if he can afford a medium-sized one, he buys a large one; if he can afford a single large one, he buys a second car as a runabout; if large cars become too

  common, he buys a small, but wildly expensive foreign sports car; if large rear-lights become the fashion, he buys the latest model with even bigger ones “to let people behind know he is in

  front”, as the advertisers so succinctly express it. The one thing he does not do is to buy a row of life-sized, cardboard models of Rolls-Royces and display them outside his

  garage.’10




  Nowadays advertisers market cars as more than a status symbol, suggesting that the model for you is the one that will reflect your personality. As an eye-catching ad for one of Renault’s

  new-generation cars, the Mégane Scenic, points out: ‘Got a life? Get a car to put it in.’ This car allegedly ‘talks your language’. Talking to your car? Come on, no

  one does that, do they? Still, if you don’t mind the silence you could always go for Honda’s new CR-V, which considers itself the ‘ultimate recreation vehicle’, boasting a

  sixteen-valve fridge, shower and picnic table. With such a machine there’s probably no need ever to get out of it, whichever beauty spot you drive to. The car has become a womb with a view.

  And we pamper it like a baby: buffing, waxing and polishing. We are the mother and valet – steaming the wheel arches, shampooing the door pads, adding trims, personalized numberplates and air

  fresheners. When it’s scratched we get road rage. When it’s criticized for causing asthma, pollution, noise and death, we defend it. Cars R us.




  Election drive




  Hence New Labour’s 1997 election strategy deliberately targeting car owners. The impetus came from the man behind the Labour steering wheel, leader Tony Blair, after

  canvassing an electrician polishing his Ford Sierra during the 1992 election. ‘Will you vote Labour?’ asked Blair. The electrician claimed he couldn’t: yes, he used to vote

  Labour, but planned to vote Tory now he was a home owner. For Blair this was a road-to-Damascus moment. He realized that, if Labour was going to get into government, then it was going to have to

  win back voters with a smart car parked in their own drive.




  Dutifully the Walworth Road campaigners broke down the electorate into votes behind the wheel: writing-off Rolls-Royce men as Tory, Lada owners as Lib Dem and Citroën 2CV drivers as Greens.

  This left New Labour to concentrate on winning the confidence of everyone else, from Sierra and Mondeo owners to ‘Galaxy Man’ execs with their new multi-purpose vehicles.11 Confused? Well, Stephen Bayley, using knowledge gleaned as motoring correspondent of the men’s magazine GQ, shows why the choice of the £30,000

  Galaxy shouldn’t have been a surprise: ‘If the Galaxy was a person it would be a fortyish graduate given to wearing deck shoes (probably with socks) at weekends, buying wine at Oddbins,

  chinos from Gap and possessing committed views on child-rearing, forests and third world debt. The Galaxy is New Labour on wheels.’12




  ‘There’s no conspiracy, people are not being conned – people want to get in cars,’ explains Kerry Hamilton, Professor of Transport at the University of East

  London.13 ‘The people being asked to give up their cars don’t want to inconvenience themselves by using public transport. It’s made all

  the more hard because they often only get status from their car. They don’t get status through their job, their home or their education. If you have money you buy respectability with a

  Rolls-Royce. Further down the line you get a second-hand BMW.’




  Hamilton has been poking holes in our craze for private car use for years – she’s done it for academics; she’s done it with books, like her Women and Transport; and on

  Channel 4 with an exposé of Beeching’s motives for axing the railways, in Losing Track, shown in 1984. ‘In the 1970s people like me were seen as woolly hats, and more so

  the people in the fifties and sixties. Even now there are still people who say, “My life is impossible without a car.” That’s as irrational as saying, “My life is impossible

  without slavery”,’ says Hamilton, ‘but certainly the road lobby is still convinced that the car is the saviour of the nation.’




  That’s why she feels that changing people’s driving habits is ‘not about getting the arguments right, we’ve done that. What’s needed is a critical mass of people

  who operate together and lobby politicians for less cars. People making the most noise get the most attention.’




  That’s why time and again guides like The Car, the Environment and the Economy, produced by the Retail Motor Industry Federation, try to out-protest the protesters with calls for

  even-handed reporting of ‘facts not fiction’. The federation argues that not only is the car essential to society but that the motor industry has made major efforts to fight pollution

  by reducing the amount of harmful emissions from car exhausts in recent years. ‘The car has done more to improve the quality of life than any other invention in the past century. It provides

  the freedom, flexibility, convenience and comfort matched by no other form of transport . . . There is a direct linkage between GDP and the number of vehicle journeys. Greater economic activity,

  which creates more jobs and greater wealth, also creates the need for transport. Without a well-planned and maintained road system the nation’s prosperity will be harmed.’14 But as Mini-driver Mandy Rice-Davis might have pointed out, they would say that, wouldn’t they?




  A recent Sun editorial underlined this mood after Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott backed a report which suggested doubling fuel prices to drive cars off the road and reduce pollution.

  ‘You can’t force people to give up cars . . . People will use whatever form of transport suits them best. It’s called freedom of choice.’15 Until we start thinking differently, for most people freedom of choice equals a set of car keys. But it’s a false argument: the average car costs at least £3000 a

  year to keep on the road;1 they are a major noise nuisance day and night; they can only be driven by those with a licence (which means children are denied

  that ‘freedom of choice’, as are many older people); they make people sick; they aggravate asthma; they kill passers-by, passengers and other drivers; they pollute and choke our cities;

  they spoil the peacefulness of our countryside; and they keep on adding to the problem of global warming. Even so, we couldn’t live without them. Could we?




  First love




  The car affair started well . . . The chairman of the Daimler Motor Company could boast on May Day 1896: ‘We are celebrating the birthday of [one of] the most wonderful

  industries that God has ever blessed mankind with . . . since the world began . . . each large town will have its own factories, and Nottingham carriages will vie with Birmingham carriages for

  lightness, elegance and speed.’16




  The car was not a British invention. There are tales that Leonardo da Vinci sketched a horseless carriage, and many people believe the original concept dates back to the Chan dynasty, more than

  three thousand years ago. So there’s a certain irony that China has until recently been the country which swore by pedal power. In Germany Carl Benz and Gottlieb Daimler, each working

  independently but inspired by the bicycle and carriage trades, developed a car chassis. Yet it was a Parisian firm, Panhard and Levassor, which took up a licence to manufacture a V-twin engine,

  subsequently patented by Daimler in 1889. Car production had started. Around the same time groups that have become household names, like Peugeot and Renault, also got in on the act. As a result, by

  the start of the twentieth century France was the world’s leading car maker. And Paris was the ‘undisputed capital of the automobile world’.17




  Coventry became Britain’s first motoring city. Daimler was founded there in 1896 and produced Britain’s first cars in 1897. The same year speed limits were changed, allowing cars to

  travel at 14 mph – previously it was 4 mph in the country, 2 mph in towns. The British motor industry grew from the success of the earlier cycle boom. Five major bicycle manufacturers,

  Humber, Sunbeam, Singer, Rover and Hillman, shifted their interest to cars. Britain was Europe’s biggest motor-producing country in 1932, when she overtook France, staying in pole position

  until 1955. In 1950 Britain moved ahead of America to become the world’s largest exporter of motor vehicles. In 1968, when British Leyland Motor Corporation was formed, it was fifth in world

  terms behind the American big three and Volkswagen. By 1987 the UK built 1.2 million cars but had slipped to fifth in the European production table, behind Germany, France, Italy and Spain. The

  next year it was ninth. The rise and crashing fall of Britain’s motor industry has been well charted.




  During those early years motorists had to fight for the right to drive. The venerable RAC was an early road campaigner although it began as an exclusive membership club in 1904. Meanwhile, the

  AA, according to author Mark Liniado, was ‘formed in 1905, with the primary aim of subverting police traps’.18 However, as time passed the AA

  developed a more citizen-friendly approach with the erection of road signs all round Britain, naming towns and villages as well as providing distances to the next village, a practice also adopted

  by the Cyclists’ Touring Club. Their dedication paid off: nowadays driving is seen as normal behaviour and those challenging road-building or the right to drive as deviant.




  There was even a national church-led celebration of the car’s centenary, held at Coventry Cathedral because of the city’s historic links with car-manufacturing. The start of the

  service backfired when smoke from the 1897 Coventry Daimler left the congregation coughing and choking as it was driven down the aisle. And to make matters worse the Provost, the Very Reverend John

  Petty revved up the service by asking God’s forgiveness, in the first prayer, for the ‘environmental pollution from exhaust fumes, the relentless encroachment of new roads into our

  countryside and the appalling toll of death and injury’.




  Then a protest from a naked woman, daubed with anti-car slogans, put the brakes on car worship – as another naked lady, Lady Godiva, had protested a thousand years earlier. Angel, as the

  twenty-eight-year-old called herself, disrupted a display of the classic Jaguar E Type and Hillman Imp to shout out: ‘The motor car is a killing machine! You are killing each other and you

  are killing the next generation. I am here to mourn the death of my mother and the seventeen million people killed directly by the motor car. And to remember the mothers who have lost their

  children, the orphaned children, our brothers, sisters, fathers and friends. Mother Earth forgive us.’




  Perhaps the thousand car worshippers, who included the classic-car aficionado Prince Michael of Kent, felt Angel had a point on that bitter January day. The only light moment was when a

  gang of Coventry University students, banging together car parts as instruments, chorused: ‘The car has another dimension I’m almost too modest to mention. It’s a boudoir for

  lovers who smooch on the covers and sometimes destroy the suspension.’19




  The challenge, now, is to find ways of getting our car-mad society out of its cars. Alternative and cheap transport methods, escalating petrol prices and guilt trips compete against the might of

  the road lobby, sophisticated car ads and the sheer convenience of your own wheels. Can we put a metaphorical bomb under car culture? Yes, some small changes by drivers could make roads less

  congested and street life better (and there are many ideas about this in these pages), but there are also strategic changes which need to be tackled, many at government level. That’s why,

  from the anti-car lobby’s point of view, it’s poetic justice that Parliament Square, which faces the Houses of Parliament, is one of the most polluted spots in Britain.20




  







   


  

   


  

   


  

   




  CHAPTER TWO




  Car culture


  

   


  

   


  

   


  

   




  From an aeroplane the patterns are the same world-wide: the straight roads, the snaking roads and the scenic roads, all flowing townward. In daylight you may see car parks, and

  houses with their neatly built garages, a sort of temple for the motor vehicle. Whatever the weather you will see roads – and they can be beautiful. At night, as you fly across international

  boundaries you can watch headlight stars flow along the illuminated monuments of twentieth-century archaeology – interchanges, arterials and spaghetti junctions. These are the roads heading

  to the desert city of Las Vegas; the chaotic roads merging in Mexico City; the jammed streets of Manila; the gridlock of downtown New York; and the choked ring roads of London. Once you’ve

  cleared customs and are parked in an airport cab it’s easy to see you were fooled. Most roads go somewhere, but many more go nowhere fast.




  At the motel you switch on the TV, and watch Deals on Wheels and a rerun of The Sweeney followed by the late-night movie, The Italian Job. Every programme is interrupted by

  ads offering womb-like security, or the chance to impress your ideal date in the latest runarounds. Even the news carries traffic reports. Outside your window, vehicles thunder past.




  It’s only the determinedly anti-car who can claim they’re not affected by car culture: everyone else soaks it up every day. You don’t even have to be a driver to be touched by

  cars. There are cult road movies; innumerable pop songs; collectors’ magazines; Noddy models and Postman Pat everythings; drive-in McDonald’s and drive-in cinemas; novels and stories

  about cars; urban myths; audiobooks; Grand Prix racing on the box; pictures; ornaments; and Dinky toys. Food guru Terence Conran has just named his new King’s Road deli and café

  Bluebird, after the finned speed machine Malcolm Campbell drove to set the land-speed record of 174.883 mph on 4 February 1927.1 But then he may just be

  recalling the building’s past – it used to be a garage, as did the building which houses the Conran Shop, Michelin House.




  

    

      

        Classic passion




        Roger and Jill Hadlee know all about love–hate relationships with motors. Roger admits traffic is a scourge, but he loves to put his foot down. The couple moved

        house to escape the noise, and exasperation, of seeing a shared driveway designed for five cars from five households having to cram in sixteen vehicles – not counting visitors’

        cars. But since Roger hit fifty their new, joint passion has been vintage motors.




        ‘We had a brand new Austin-Healey Sprite when we were first married. We were able to slip our eldest daughter’s carrycot into the boot, but if she sat up she hit her head! So

        when more children came along we had to trade it in for a Mini van,’ remembers Roger. After twenty-five years of family runarounds they decided to buy another classic car. One of their

        auction buys was an Aston Martin DBS from Coy’s auctioneers. ‘I tried to hold his hand down,’ remembers Jill, laughing, ‘but he just put up the other.’ After

        competing in the 1996 World Fiva Rally, they were hooked.




        ‘The car is a toy,’ admits Jill, ‘but rallies are fun, and it’s something we can do together – otherwise holidays are a problem as I’m a beach bum,

        whereas Roger wants an action holiday.’




        They have just returned from a week in France with their much-loved 1953 Morgan. The Norman Conquest Rally – driving in the morning and sightseeing in the afternoon – suited

        them both well. ‘It was a really good holiday; the serious rallies go on all day, but it’s frustrating to go to really nice places and have no time to look around them. Also

        people are really friendly in France. The UK has a tremendous history of sports cars, so in a way they are quite common, but in France there are very few open cars,’ adds Roger, who

        does all the driving. When I wonder why, Jill points out that: ‘The clutch is like kicking a brick wall and as we tend to miss turnings there are a lot of clutch changes.’




        Like many of the rally wives, Jill does the navigating. Things can go disastrously wrong amongst the rally maps – there are tales on the circuit of one wrong turn too many leading to

        an acrimonious divorce. And even though she enjoys the events, Jill admits that she ‘takes more Nurofen on a rally than during the rest of the year. It’s the stress of competition

        and,’ here her voice drops to a whisper, ‘the Morgan is very uncomfortable. If it rains the hood leaks like a sieve. That’s when happiness is just a new plastic bag capable

        of catching the floods.’


      


    


  




  A hundred years after the birth of the first British motor car a Classic Sports Car collection of stamps was launched. In the special presentation pack philatelists could indulge in admiration

  for the 20p Triumph TR3, the 26p MG TD, the 37p Austin-Healey 100, the 43p Jaguar XK120 and the 63p Morgan Plus Four.




  ‘The car is unique: it’s mobile, highly visible and a social currency everybody understands. We don’t just admire cars, we’re devoted to them: just look at the honeyed

  indulgence we show them when they’re old,’ explained the Royal Mail. ‘Antique cars or classics are being polished and preserved like period pieces, as much a part of our social

  heritage as Coventry Cathedral and Formica worktops. You see, they’re more than just the day before yesterday’s technology. They’re rolling reminders of the way we were. Take one

  look at the exuberance of these classic sports cars from the heyday of British motoring and you realise just how much the world has changed. There’s an optimistic innocence and a belief in

  the future; the twinkling chrome promised so much. And it’s precisely that happy vision of the future that now makes us misty-eyed.’2




  In his book Car Wars, experienced PR guru John Butman tries to explain the myths: ‘A car is more than a car: it reflects the priorities of the era, the country, the people that

  shape it. It also contributes to defining those priorities. It is both chicken and egg, leader and follower. More than any other consumer product, the car is three-dimensional shorthand for who and

  what you are. Thus the rise of national automotive stereotypes: the soft, superficial American; the spartan, ultra-engineered German; the bland, practical Japanese; the safe Swede; the stylish

  Italian; the idiosyncratic Brit. But these images are evolving too. From a product based on national obsessions, the car is beginning to reflect the changing requirements of a unifying world. The

  car must be more culturally neutral now, but also more narrowly focused by specific market segment – to appeal to the “sporting” set, for example, or to executive buyers or the

  affluent young.’3




  You and your car




  Your car will probably be the second most expensive purchase of your lifetime: only a house will be more – though it’s perfectly possible to spend more on wheels

  than the place you live. That’s why you don’t have to be an anthropologist, or a car buff, to realize that knowing the car is knowing the person. Everyone understands that Mondeo

  drivers are middle-ranking salesmen; Renault 5s are driven by Sloaney students; Mercs by footballers; old Jags and Rolls-Royces by con men (well, they do cost around £120,000); BMWs by City

  types; whilst Royals, plus a plethora of movie stars including Tom Cruise and Jack Nicholson, opt for the classic four-wheel drives like Range Rover or the Land-Rover Discovery.4 Jeremy Clarkson may be willing to have a hundred different makes of car in his driveway, but each gives a message: ‘By computing the position of the stars on April

  11, 1960, an astrologer would be able to deduce that I am selfish, arrogant and thoughtless. But this seems unnecessarily complicated. I mean, why bother with reference books and slide rules and

  telescopes when you can simply ask what sort of car I drive. See the car. Know the man.’5




  The reason why some cars have such appeal – like the VW Beetle, the Citroën 2CV and the Morris Minor – is obvious claim authors Peter Marsh and Peter Collett:

  ‘Psychologists and ethnologists have discovered that there are certain cues which trigger an innate caring response to young children and baby animals. Among such cues are a head which is

  large in proportion to the body, large eyes, rounded body shape, short thick extremities and rounded protruding cheeks. Cute cars seem to have many of these features. They are ‘round’

  in shape . . . There is something about their stubbiness and the relatively large headlights which stand out underneath the curving forehead of the bonnet. Because they look like babies they evoke

  a special kind of bond. They are objects demanding loving care and devotion, and not surprisingly it is these kinds of cars which are most often given pet names and treated like one of the

  family.’6




  In it together




  ‘That’s my baby,’ says John Kane patting the dashboard of his VW Beetle proudly as we hit 75 mph. ‘It’s a great new engine,’ he says,

  patting the dashboard again. The great new engine is also very loud and I have to get him to repeat everything he’s said. To my embarrassment I discover he was talking to the car. When we go

  to overtake he makes clicking noises, as if he was encouraging a horse, though in the end he tucks back into his lane with a wry smile on his face. The old Beetle just isn’t up to the

  headwind on the M5 – and there’s still the crowded A30 to face. The surf ski strapped to the top doesn’t help: we’re going to take longer than ever to get to Cornwall. But

  John doesn’t care. He does more than love his car, he really does thinks of it as a substitute kid. But at thirty-one years old, with its rather dented black wings and a beige body on to

  which John has carefully stuck, in neat black taped letters, the car’s registration number, it’s a strange beast to lavish parental affection on. But as the magazine for Beetle

  fans, Volksworld, shows, there are plenty of car drivers mad for the Beetle.




  ‘People at work don’t understand why I have a Beetle,’ continues John, who nods reluctantly in response to the frantic waves from any Beetle driver heading the other way.

  ‘I take the piss out of these Beetle owners that seem to think once you’ve got a VW you turn into a warm, happy person,’ he says, shifting a little on the much-repaired leather

  driving seat, his knees tight up to the steering wheel. ‘I see my Beetle as the best tool I can have. I don’t want a modern car which will be worn out in five or ten years.

  There’s a Green angle too. Modern cars are made up of a phenomenal amount of steel and rubber and plastic. But the Beetle has no plastic, even when it’s finished,’ and here he

  pats the steering wheel reassuringly, ‘the steel can be reprocessed. Anyway, for me the Beetle isn’t a status thing, no one’s going to drool over it like they would a BMW or a

  Jag. It’s tatty and it does look like a Noddy car, but for people like me Beetles are brilliant. The mechanics are simple so it’s easy to work on, and if you can keep on top of the rust

  you can keep a Beetle going indefinitely.’ Though even he admits there are faults: ‘I can get fed up with trying to keep it going. It doesn’t like wet weather – at any rate

  the wipers are too slow and the windscreen doesn’t demist. It has terrible lights, they are more like candles . . . Even so, it’s worth looking after.’




  Like John Kane, we all want our vehicle to be a bit more than everyone else’s boring modern car. We want it to be one of the special ones. And to do that we can save up

  for a classic; we can buy into a distinct clique – the Beetle, the 2CV, the MG with its two-inch ground clearance; we can posh up with a black BMW; or we can do what most people do, we can

  buy accessories. Take that sun roof, soup up the power, customize its fittings, order electric windows, stick on the go-fast stripes and add messages, like the ubiquitous, MY OTHER

  CAR IS A PORSCHE or the smug BABY ON BOARD. We don’t want a car, we want a contender.




  What you drive matters, especially on the day you want rid of it. At British Car Auctions and Central Motor Auctions the ubiquitous utility vehicles – often a fleet of ten to twenty white

  Vauxhall Astra estates – go under the hammer. And they go cheaply, not so much because of the miles on the clock, but because of their colour. ‘It’s a status thing,’ says

  one regular auctiongoer. ‘No one wants to look as if they are a photocopier engineer, except photocopier engineers, and even they would often rather have metallic.’




  My grandmother, who reluctantly gave up her licence – in her eighties – after writing off her car on the A12, may call vehicles ‘lethal litter’, but she can’t

  resist asking what visitors have parked in her Essex driveway. Drivers of top-of-the-range models receive a superior cup of tea. She understands that asking, ‘Do you have a car?’ is as

  irrelevant as saying, ‘What do you do?’ Better to save time and find it all out by asking: ‘What do you drive?’ These days it’s a standard conversational gambit in

  many countries anyway, especially Australia.




  On the road to nowhere




  From the hitchhiker’s bible, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, to Roddy Doyle’s The Van or the wrong turning in Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the

  Vanities, the road is used as much as a metaphor for progress, modernity and excitement as a device to keep throwing up new challenges, characters and situations. In America this pioneer

  culture started off on cine with the Western cowboys, but as horses lost the travel battle to wheels a very different genre of freedom-and-thrills appeared. The ‘them against us’

  elements have stayed, though, in the road movie – it’s fun in The Blues Brothers, but also think of the bloody ending for the bikers in Easy Rider, and for the characters

  in Bonnie and Clyde, Thelma and Louise and Natural Born Killers. Indeed, the latter allegedly sparked a series of copy-cat incidents in the US. Occasionally the cars get to star as

  the real baddies, as in Christine and The Cars That Ate Paris, providing a surreal parallel of the amount of death and destruction they precipitate on real roads.




  The film that established the car chase as essential was a thriller starring Steve McQueen, Bullitt. McQueen plays a moody San Francisco cop assigned to protect a government witness. Fans

  of the film call it fast-moving, but the action could just as easily be called downright confusing: all seems to be leading to the moment when the safety belts are fastened with a click. What

  follows is the ultimate tyre-squealing, 100 mph chase around the hilly streets of San Francisco before the film climaxes in an inferno as the rammed baddies’ car explodes at a gas station.

  That’s not the end, but the best bit is definitely over.




  Bullitt, which was first shown in 1968, turned McQueen into a superstar – despite one of cinema’s most celebrated boobs, as obvious as the lights and camera stands that pop up

  throughout episodes of Dr Who. Look closely during the famous car chase and you can see McQueen’s Mustang going past the same green VW Beetle again and again.7




  The film was directed by a Brit, Peter Yates, who is proud of his much-imitated car chase, realizing that ‘a great sort of mystique has grown round it’.




  In another life McQueen might well have chosen to be a motor-bike racer or a Formula 1 driver, claims Barry Norman in his book The Film Greats. As it was, he was a member of the American

  team in an international six-day motor-bike trial in Germany in 1964. Whilst off the set during the shooting of The Great Escape, in Germany, he famously stepped out of a wrecked Mercedes

  saying, ‘Tell them to send me a red one next time.’ Another night he spent driving from the set to the Italian border and back – at speeds of 100 mph all the way. According to

  John Sturges, who directed The Great Escape and was intended to direct another chase film where McQueen showed off his driving skills, Le Mans, McQueen did not have a death wish.

  ‘Anybody attempting to put forward a creative effort is under a strain. There’s a sense of frustration. Well, some people get rid of that by doing exercises, some by playing tennis,

  some by getting drunk. Steve drove a car.’8




  Star of the controversial movie Crash (originally a book about getting sexual thrills from, er, coming off the road), James Spader is a typical car obsessive. ‘I could talk about

  cars all day,’ he says. He drives Porsches, sleek modified Porsches. He has an aluminium briefcase where he stores his driving music. There are songs to drive north and songs to drive south.

  He only does movies to finance his love of driving. He drives for days, from New York to New Orleans, from LA to New York, up to Utah, down to Florida, around Colorado, Highway 101, Route 66.

  Drives in, drives out. ‘He doesn’t criss-cross America in order to draw conclusions . . . He doesn’t make any demands, he just likes the driving . . . “I love the idea that

  you are always in your vehicle. You are living in your car. It’s great.”’9




  Part of the appeal of cars is that they let you travel through time. Driving puts you into your own road movie. Little wonder that all kids are introduced young to car drama. The ad men even

  play along to it, showing a small boy boasting, ‘My dad’s car is better than your dad’s car.’ But most start even younger, on their parents’ knees, with Chitty

  Chitty Bang Bang. But they soon move on. By the time they’re in long trousers their affections will have switched to the Batmobile. In A Perfect World the allure is spelt out when

  Kevin Costner tells the little kid that the car they are in is a time machine: ‘Behind us, that’s the past. Out ahead – that’s the future.’ We may have stopped

  believing in tooth fairies and Santa Claus, but it’s hard to kill the notion that a trip in a car has the potential to lead to a much more significant journey . . . After all, on screen it

  always does: think of Paper Moon, Rain Man, Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, Soft Top Hard Shoulder and the study of three brothers finding out if they drive or are driven in Coupe de

  Ville.




  Some of Disney’s top-grossing family films feature a remarkably clever VW Beetle. It’s in The Love Bug that Herbie is introduced as a little car with a mind of

  ‘his’ own. He picks his new owner – a racing driver down on his luck; repeatedly spills oil on his raceway enemy’s foot; whimpers like a dolphin; and, in a very human

  gesture, nearly throws himself into San Francisco Bay when his driving partner tries to dump him. Herbie is also very, very fast. So speedy in fact that after his Love Bug victory he ends up

  in at least three more films, including a starring appearance at Monte Carlo.




  What’s fun about The Love Bug is that Herbie’s driver refuses to admit Herbie’s part in the success. Of course the viewer knows Herbie’s role, even though in real

  life it shouldn’t be possible. So when the driver, Jim Douglas, ponders about the relationship between cars and men the film’s working well on two levels. ‘There’s been a

  lot of gloop written about the bond between a man and his automobile,’ says Douglas. ‘He showers gifts on it in way of accessories, gets hysterical if someone scratches the paint or

  makes it lose face on the freeway. Maybe some of these feelings get in the machinery?’ echoing a wiser character, played by Buddy Hackett, whose time in Tibet had made him cotton on to

  Herbie’s money-spinning, race-winning, endearing ways: ‘We make machines and stuff them with information until they’re smarter than we are. Take a car, most guys spend more time

  and money on a car than they do on their wife and kids in a year. Pretty soon the machine starts to think it is a somebody . . .’




  Horror movies




  Society’s refusal to acknowledge the carnage that occurs daily on our roads is parodied in the surreal horror film The Cars That Ate Paris. This cult Australian movie, directed by

  Peter Weir (famous for the very spooky Picnic at Hanging Rock), focuses on the antics of the outback town of Paris. With a little help, visitors unfailingly crash on the outskirts of Paris.

  Car-body parts get recycled amongst the residents whilst crash victims are shunted along to the hospital for experimentation. ‘It’s not very pleasant, but that’s the world we live

  in. That’s the world of the motor car!’ says the Mayor brusquely, his moustache twitching. The final bloodletting – hours before the car gymkhana – takes the horror offstage

  and into our own world, with its clear message that those who live by the car shall surely die by the car.




  Heavy traffic at the music store




  The car has been as omnipresent in rock music as it has on the screen. It turns up in everything, from the jaunty pop of Madness’s ‘Driving in My Car’

  (‘It’s not quite a Jaguar . . . Beep. Beep’) to every heavy metal band intent on writing a tribute to their macho dream machine. Take the lyrics to Deep Purple’s 1970s song

  ‘Highway Star’ – ‘Nobody gonna steal my car . . . Ooh, it’s a killer machine, it’s got everything . . . I’m a highway star.’ What bloke needs to

  stuff a sock down his tight leather trousers when he could pitch up at the car lot and buy a penis extension for the road?




  

    

      

        Street Fashion




        The dramatic transformation of Methley Terrace – from a car-choked rat run to a green public garden – made all the nationals. But road makeovers are more

        common than journalists would lead us to believe, and they are mostly engineered by the film industry.




        Much of the movie Fever Pitch was shot in the roads ring-fencing Arsenal FC’s Highbury ground. For two weeks during the filming, a Union Jack was draped over the nursery sign,

        and parking spaces abounded – though they were off-limits for anyone not driving seventies motors, such as Morris Minor vans. London Docklands has even been used for the Vietnam War

        scenes in Full Metal Jacket.




        Another London site that regularly gets the makeover treatment is Worship Street in EC1. Dingy and hemmed in during the day by tall, drab, flat-fronted blocks, it can be transformed into

        downtown New York in a couple of hours once the office workers leave for home. Up go the one-way signs; out come the New York Post vending boxes, mailboxes and fire hydrants turning

        pavement into sidewalk; down goes the carpet to remove all traces of British double yellow lines. As a finishing touch the street is then parked up with real American gas-guzzlers and

        patrolled by the obligatory yellow cab. It’s such a perfect transformation that when you watch, say, Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman’s film Eyes Wide Shut it’s

        impossible to believe just where some of the scenes were shot. The only clue that it’s not the real Big Apple is the absence of discarded paper cups – this fall’s designer

        litter.
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