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            Early Electric! Sit you down and see,

            ’Mid this fine woodwork and a smell of dinner,

            A stained-glass windmill and a pot of tea,

            And sepia views of leafy lanes in PINNER, –

            Then visualize, far down the shining lines,

            Your parents’ homestead set in murmuring pines.

            
                

            

            From The Metropolitan Railway by John Betjeman

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction

         

         This book starts with one irony and ends with another. When most of the main railway routes in this country were being built in the 19th century, the Victorian visionaries who constructed them did so with a beguiling sense of purpose and determination. When the majority of the main lines had been completed by the early 20th century, the politicians who were overall responsible for their ongoing future had no idea how to manage them, creating one problem after another through a lack of management skills and a resultant dither and delay. The upshot was that a system that we gave the world and that should have been a matter of great pride for the nation turned into an inadequate ragbag of ownership; first private, then public, then private and now possibly nationalised again. Consequently, European railways, which admittedly had the advantage of more space, ploughed well ahead of this country, leaving us in an unholy mess, made worse by Dr Richard Beeching, that has never been sorted out, and a system plagued by inadequacies and strikes set up by militant unions. I have no doubt that some of the lines that Beeching ear-marked for closure were carrying so few passengers that they needed to be cut. However, there was such an outcry when Beeching also wanted to close major hubs like Canterbury, Hereford, Inverness and Salisbury that these were left in situ. Not all of the cuts attributed to Beeching were actually carried out by him, since in 1964 the Labour Party closed around 1,400 more stations after Beeching had completed his demolition. There was even a programme of closures before he came on the scene, but he took most of the well-deserved blame: some of these were vital links, especially in the West Country where Brixham, Lyme Regis, Padstow and Ilfracombe all lost their stations. The subsequent mess is therefore easily understandable. Anyone who has ever travelled from Paddington to Penzance knows that it takes just under six hours to travel the 280-mile journey. As Matthew Engel tells us, “it is like rigor mortis with scenery”, it is so slow.

         Engel also tells us, in a brief summary of other country’s railways, that2

         
            The only other country that proceeded in anything like the British manner was the United States, where federalism, size and the national culture made government control improbable. Often American railroads were cheap and cheerful rickety lines thrown across the prairies where there were no snotty aristocrats to try to out-greed the railway barons (which would have been some feat), merely the Indians and the buffalo whose role was to be shot at and stay dead. (85, 2009)

         

         A little simplistic and perhaps somewhat misinformed by watching too many Westerns.

         
            The cheerfulness was a necessity because the distances were so vast and the trains so slow… But the infrastructure rotted, producing a railway that became the reverse of the British one: vital for shifting bulk freight across the continent, but almost wholly useless for passengers [despite the introduction of the Pullman car]. (85, 2009)

         

         But they did become useful for transporting large numbers of troops who were necessarily less concerned about their creature comforts. This applied in the UK as well.

         Engel also comments on some of the other European countries to illustrate that we were not entirely alone with our problems.

         
            Nineteenth-century travellers found that funny foreign railways had their peculiarities. Second class on German railways (according to The Railway Traveller’s Handy Book of Hints, Suggestions and Advice (1862)) was so comfortable that there was no point in travelling first class except to avoid the universal habit of smoking. Luggage regulations there, not surprisingly, were rigidly enforced.

            Dutch trains were “liberally conducted” (which presumably did not mean the use of marijuana was permitted). However, the author did not recommend Belgian second class to ladies because of a shortage of doors: “The seats… have to be clambered over in the most awkward and indelicate fashion”.

            Having adopted the gauge and in some cases the left-hand rule of the road, none of these countries sought to emulate Britain’s let-a-hundred-flowers-bloom approach to building the system. Sweden briefly got itself entangled with John Sadleir, a fraudster-MP… who, as chairman of The Royal Swedish Railway Company, issued himself 3with 20,000 extra shares. On discovery in 1856, he poisoned himself on Hampstead Heath. (84/5, 2009)

         

         Why do these rogues always end up in the UK?

         I mention the above so that you can understand some of the inherent difficulties of running a railway, not just with the track but also with the rolling stock. So while the British may believe they were singled out for some of the worst treatment at the hands of the railway companies, other countries found that not everything was plain sailing. I particularly enjoyed a recent account of a grossly busy and very stuffy train in the UK where the staff, aware of the problem, encouraged the passengers to get out at an interim station en route for a breather, which they did to relieve the discomforts of a warm day, only for the service to suddenly set off again without them. At least it alleviated the overcrowding.

         However, I doubt that any other European country would have allowed the wholesale destruction of so many important routes. The result of this was to leave somewhat isolated certain communities that had grown up around the development of the railways, the very opposite of what the railways were supposed to achieve. It beggars belief how Beeching was permitted to undertake this without any apparent opposition. YouTube has recently included some short films about abandoned stations in various parts of the country; it is quite fascinating to watch how these old, once-functional buildings gradually get drawn back into the landscape, with some being put to good use in the modern age. What is extraordinary is that, even within one county, there are just so many of them. This, if nothing else, illustrates the scale of Beeching’s desecration, a state that only now do we fully seem to be waking up to. It left some areas of the country woefully short of railway transport at a time of increased population growth, and forced more traffic onto our already overcrowded roads.

         Whenever I visit a new area, I always try to seek out lost stations, monuments to the past. Some of course have been completely destroyed and replaced by industrial estates, but road names often provide a clue that there was once a station there. Sadly, we continue to lack anyone with the vision to manage the overall network long term, someone who can see the requirements for the future. As a result, any improvements have largely come from local pressure groups or volunteers anxious to restore the importance of their local area in this way.

         Despite this, the railways have always held a strange allure for the public. Of all the machines invented or progressed in the 19th century, 4the railway engine stands alone. Unlike the huge factories, mills and coal mines where men, women and children worked under sometimes appalling conditions, the iron horse has a special place in the hearts of the British (remember Dale Robertson in the TV series Tales of Wells Fargo?), despite being an extremely labour-intensive beast and belching out semi-toxic fumes that could be lethal in an enclosed space like a tunnel or, worse still, underground.

         The rails themselves offer a continuous metal route to wherever we want to go, usually completely unfettered by other people and other traffic, a bonus when compared with our overcrowded roads. Even standing on a suburban station waiting for a train and glancing down the line for the first sign that our train is approaching, once from steam and later from the headlight of an electric train, conjures up a certain romance of anticipation. The country halt, often disturbed only by birdsong, is even better, the rails reflecting the sun and curving away into the distance towards an unknown destination. The railway companies took advantage of this romance, designing posters to encourage the public to transport them to an idyllic seaside or countryside destination, unthreatened by anything nasty. And the public fell for it. Even now, many railway adverts, like the current one celebrating 200 years of the railways, hark back to this Never Never Land that promised a sunlit world, even if it was often unable to deliver it.

         This is, of course, no different from what politicians of different stripes have been doing for hundreds of years, promising us “sunlit uplands” where all our troubles will dissipate. But it was always jam tomorrow, with the onus on us complying in certain ways to achieve the desired result. Of course, those “sunlit uplands” always remain tantalisingly out of reach, and these days the politicos don’t even promise anything better; more likely a harsher period symbolised by cuts and loss of benefits, with no guarantee of improvement. But the railways still have an allure, inefficiently run as they may be, and concentrating on one route, the Metropolitan Line, is what this book is all about. The Met was one of only two underground lines that stretched out into the country from a London base, the other being the Central Line heading into Essex.

         Of course, in this ultra-modern age, where the motive power has changed to diesel and then electric, many steam locomotives appear beautifully designed and painted. In those changes, the people who ran the railways forgot about what made trains a great innovation, removing the named expresses in favour of a bland response where one train looks 5very much like another, with only the paint job to distinguish it. Pride in the railways, once foremost, has now disappeared.

         Our love affair with steam meant we were among the last to dispose of steam trains from the main routes, only to find them re-emerging in the form of more than a hundred heritage railways, for which the nation has a quite extraordinary affection. We also still retain an unusual number of diesel engines, long after Europe has largely ditched them in favour of the much cleaner electric traction.

         I do not believe in electric cars in their present form – one look at a two-hour traffic jam on the A303 on a cold December day should explain that – but I do believe in electric trains. Prescribed routes, computerised signalling and consequent spacing means that these can work excellently. The same approach was adopted by Sir Edward Watkin in his vision for the Metropolitan Line running from London to the north-west suburbs, and despite early difficulties, it was a massive success. But this book is concerned not just with the line but the land surrounding it. The Met managed a dual achievement in both creating a useful route and cannily advertising its surrounds as the best place to live. I intend to describe how it affected both my childhood and the lives of countless commuters in the twentieth century.

         
            [image: ]

         

         I remember lying on a bench atop the cricket field in my final few days at school wondering what life would bring. I was 18 and it seemed a pivotal moment, when exams were over and school no longer held any meaningful place in my life. The stranglehold that it had exercised had been replaced by an uncertain future. I recall looking up at the clouds for inspiration, but they told me nothing. I did not realise then that life is only partly controlled by human intervention; we are in fact governed by other much vaguer and less malleable things like opportunity, health and good luck. And whereas, at that moment, I thought that life had not properly begun, in reality it had already been in operation for probably more than a fifth of my time on this planet.

         What was also not fully appreciated at 18 was my relationship with Metro-land. At the time I did not see it as anything other than part of the natural order of things, but looking back, I can see that it occupied quite a significant place in my life, because it was involved, even slightly, in so many of my days. I could always hear the railway at home, even though it was half a mile away. It was a place to visit and offered me 6stability and pleasure until I was old enough to harness it properly, to become another Metro-man; someone who used the railway to travel from the edge of the countryside to only partly desirable jobs in London.

         You may think that there was nothing very exciting in catching a train every weekday morning from Amersham station, where one’s companions were often singularly uncompanionable and driven by the rather pathetic need to occupy their usual seat in which they could fully and wordlessly enjoy their newspaper all the way up to town. Any attempt to hijack the seat of a regular traveller was singularly frowned on. This was a ritual in which the tired occupant could ignore everything outside his little square of comfort, just to exist in his own little world for the better part of an hour before emerging to attend a similarly dull desk courtesy of his largely uncaring employer.

         I use “his” advisedly because, around this time, they were mostly men, and the ideal envisaged by the creators of Metro-land now seems rather jaded by overbuilding and the daily commute. Yet my interest was not in the packed commuter train but rather the railway itself, where it went off peak, and what opportunities it created before the realities of life set in, together with concerns about how to pay the heating bill or carry out essential repairs.

         Also, the English weather played a major factor, as it always does. Despite the “sunlit uplands” of the idyllic Metro-land described in the leaflets, it was just as bad there as it was anywhere else and so, therefore, were the personal discomforts. Metro-land is a curious combination of the practical and a somewhat dreamlike vision of the countryside surrounding the railway, in which the wistful advertising seemed to refer to another century altogether. Especially odd considering that the Metropolitan Railway actually set out to provide a practical solution for modern man as well as providing a significant revenue stream.

         Yet there is much to be celebrated, and what I have attempted to achieve in this book is an appreciation of the development of the north-west London suburbs because of a rather canny idea and some extremely thrusting management. The Victorians were known to have produced an incredible number of grand ideas, many of which were responsible for the early success of the country, and who put today’s rather feeble managers to shame, leaving aside Brunel’s rather showstopping but thoughtless plan to run the south-western line along the coast through Dawlish rather than inland, where it would not be subject to an angry sea. But doubtless that was unwisely done to show off, leaving the public to put up with regular interruptions to the service, made worse by Beeching’s removal of any suitable alternative inland route.7

         Metro-land arose from that background, and the speed at which the Metropolitan Railway was constructed was remarkable, given the interruptions caused by the First World War and the ensuing pandemic. It created a new breed of working man to breathe life into the city, rather than the feeble excuse for today’s workers who feel they can do a better job by working from home and only turning up at the office a few times a month. It is one of my greatest annoyances to hear kids and a dog in the background to my telephone call. Call that professional? You may think otherwise; that shipping millions of people back and forth from London each working day was an enormously wasteful procedure, clogging up the roads and the railways alike. It was actually about discipline, originally learned at school, forcing the hapless worker to concentrate only on his employer’s needs. And for quite a while it worked: the latter part of the 20th century was generally quite productive. It is only since the dawn of the new century that dissatisfaction and disillusionment have set in, accompanied by a frightening amount of violent crime.

         But let’s put the clock back, ignore the present and take a close look at how it all began. My focus is inevitably on a particular area, because that is where I lived and what I came to understand. Other regions, no doubt, have their own stories to tell, but this is my take on Metro-land.
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         I think probably I was a little too young to reap the full benefits of Metro-land. We were already beginning to enter a period when rapid technological change pushed away the old certainties, and the formality and politeness which I grew up with was already fading, to be replaced by something rougher, where only the more ruthless survived and where consideration and respect, so important during and after the war years, began to disappear. This change is most obvious in British films and television prior to the early 60s, some of which now seems laughably twee in the way people address each other. However, I want to unashamedly recreate for the reader a picture of the past decorated with both history and personal reminiscences. By the time I was born, the concept of Metro-land was already 80 years old, but I was still fortunate enough to benefit from what it had to offer. As with all history, the signs and artefacts are still there to be uncovered, but this book’s intention is to recreate the golden age of Metro-land.

         You may never have heard of it, because it applies to a relatively limited area north-west of London, and it was never marked on a map. 8I make no apology for including apparently anecdotal and seemingly trivial events; they are only here to enhance the history with a glimpse of what it was actually like to live there. So indulge me if you will: I hope you enjoy the journey.
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         Where is Metro-land? Sometimes spelt without a hyphen, a precise definition is difficult. One definition is the building land that borders the Metropolitan Line, but I do not see it in such inclusive terms. The further you go into London, the more the term loses meaning as the line intercepts and runs parallel with other railways. The big smoke does not encourage that term despite the presence of the Met in central London. To me, Metro-land has more genteel connotations, with the outer suburbs of north-west London and beyond into Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire. It is not simply confined to property. There may be an strong element of suburbia close to the line, but there must also be green spaces where nature takes over, and large (even very large) properties with gardens and swimming pools. The further the line extends into the Buckinghamshire countryside, the wider the possibilities, simply because there is more countryside.

         The other problem in defining Metro-land is the Met’s notorious reputation for shapeshifting. Some of the lines that once fell under its auspices are now either run under other banners or simply don’t exist at all. An example of this is Verney Junction, its furthest outpost, beyond Aylesbury and 50 miles from London, but today disused. The Met, always the most ambitious of underground lines under Sir Edward Watkin, today terminates at Amersham.

         Metro-land benefited from problems elsewhere. Economic difficulties in the north pushed builders towards the south, providing ready-made labour to assist in the construction of new properties along the railway line.

         The following extract from Metropolitan Railway literature seems to sum it up nicely.

         
            Metro-land is a country with elastic boundaries which each visitor can draw for himself as Stevenson drew his map of Treasure Island. It lies mainly in Bucks, but choice fragments of Middlesex and Hertfordshire may be annexed at pleasure. As much of the countryside as you can comfortably cover on foot from one Metropolitan Railway station to 9another you may add to your private and individual map of Metro-land. (Edwards and Pilgram, 6, 1986)

         

         This description, rather ridiculously, suggests that Metro-land is a kind of promised land for those with the wherewithal to take advantage of it. But promised lands, like Palestine, never quite fulfil that promise because of the natural human tendency to ruin them.

         You will note a strong emphasis on the personal. I have been unable to directly reference the above, but I suspect the emphasis on Bucks takes in the original terminus of Verney Junction, since cancelled. The literature goes on in what might be described as purple prose to describe a topography as ideal and unsullied as the Pilgrim Fathers’ concept of the New World. It seems to want to create a latter-day quintessential English Garden of Eden complete with “fields which still laugh with golden corn”, though the corn may be more in the writing than the reality. This is further confirmed by the following.

         
            Metro-land is a country of hills and valleys, ridges and hollows, with a few broad plateaus.

            Go where you will, the landscape is well farmed, the eye ranges from wood to wood, from tower to steeple.

            This is a good parcel of English soil on which to build a home and take root… the new settlement of Metro-land proceeds apace, the new colonists thrive again. (6, 1986)

         

         Almost suggesting that Metro-land is a new country, the literature then goes on to emphasise, in more prosaic style, that whatever style of house you choose,

         
            you will readily find it in Metro-land – the glorious countryside easily and quickly reached by the Metropolitan Railway. The train service is frequent; the season ticket rates are low, the Educational facilities are excellent, and local golf courses both numerous and good. (6, 1986)

         

         One is left with the feeling that this is largely aimed at a male audience, as it would have been at the beginning of the 20th century, with the little woman left at home to cook and clean, and be satisfied with shopping and having coffee mornings with the neighbours.

         So, despite its imprecise location, there is an element of romance about the term, rooted as it is in a 50s Englishness complete with local bobbies 10and a sense that you were in a relatively safe haven akin to A. A. Milne’s Hundred Acre Wood. It certainly formed a strong part of my youth, but does it still exist, or is it just a construct of the past? I make no apology for setting this book mainly in the past because it helps in both understanding the line and my place in Metro-land. I want to convey to the reader what made it special and such an important part of my childhood. The birth of the Metropolitan Line way back in the 1860s was entwined with the rise of Metro-land, even though this came later, and I explain why in this book.

         But while the Metropolitan Line itself is a piece of realism that represented a bold modernistic approach to suburban travel, the literature accompanying it, especially with regard to property, is firmly rooted in a previous century; a golden past rooted more in the imagination than in reality, similar in tone to the “sunlit uplands” promised by politicians that are never actually achieved. Yet unlike the unaccountable politicians, Metro-land did produce some real benefits for the first half of the 20th century, in which Keir Starmer’s laughable concept of “the working man” aspired to a better standard of living after the horrors of world war. It is just that its reality was simply not that of the quasi poets of the early literature, whose descriptions of Metro-land now seem laughably comic, closer to the unthreatening nature of children’s books. Rupert Bear would have felt at home.

         The story of the Metropolitan Line is a long and complicated one and now, 162 years on, I am delighted to have witnessed a small part of it. Despite the fact that it was an underground line, it was the very essence of railway building in this country, and should be set against the current disaster that is HS2, with its ruination of the Buckinghamshire countryside. The critic might argue that HS2 is only finishing what the Metropolitan started, but I don’t see it that way. The house building along the Met was more measured, an expression of post-war success under better government. I would even say that just as the Met made my childhood, HS2 has done its best to destroy certain elements of it, especially in its rape of the Chiltern Hills. HS2 is one of the worst decisions in a series of incompetent governments, in which only the locals and the taxpayer have suffered, while the politicians, there one minute and gone the next, render themselves entirely without accountability. The bill is gigantic, billions of pounds and ever rising; in the meantime the damage to the countryside is irreparable. The outcome, if there ever is one, will be pathetic in terms of time-saving, and ill thought out in the sense that it will achieve nothing but harm in an electronic age where 11so much travel is rendered unnecessary by video conferencing. What should have been done, an upgrade to the Chiltern Line and a refurbishment of part of the old Great Central, has been completely ignored. As usual, the taxpayer gets to foot the bill and nobody is taken to task. For a country that once did so much to promote the railways, it is the most utter shambles. Enough.

         This book is not solely a history of the Metropolitan Line, although there is an element of that. In providing an account of the route and surrounds that made up the Met, it reveals that its success was small scale in comparison to the gradual loss of Empire. My aim also is to provide an account of places in Metro-land that were important to my childhood and, in doing so, explain why, for me at least, it is, or was, such a special area. Its birth may have coincided with the decline of Empire, but it also saw the growth of “Little England”: the bowler hats and the newspapers, the same seat on the same train every morning. I did it all; well, without the bowler hat, which I decided early on simply didn’t fit, in any sense.

         Along the way we will take in the construction of a railway line, one which slowly gathered quite a reputation for punching above its weight and gave other main lines a run for their money. It almost became a friend because it was always there for me, something I could rely on when other things let me down. In a world which I couldn’t quite control, to either mine or others’ satisfaction, the railway became a fallback position, offering, like the coast, a place to forget my problems.

         However, in my formative years, I soon realised that the Met’s growth and mine were, for a while, bound up together. Like the line itself, there were quite a few diversions which I have found hard to resist. So I have interspersed this appreciation of Metro-land with some of my own experiences to help illustrate its appeal. I may be a product of suburbia but I was not in any way limited to it. My father was not a typical Metro-land householder, especially since he preferred his large Rover car to the train and was as distant from me as any father could be, in close imitation of parent–child relations belonging to an earlier era.

         Because the origins of the Metropolitan Line are so complicated, I hope you will enjoy the chance to understand how it all came about, and there are a few surprises. The railways were instrumental in bringing success to this country, even though we now appear to have forgotten everything that we learned. Just as our great architecture is now a thing of the past, so our railways have suffered from continual short-sighted decisions, endless strikes and a stunning lack of management, both 12at company and government level. The efficient Chiltern Line out of Marylebone, originally under the German ownership of Deutsche Bahn and part of the Great Central, runs alongside the Metropolitan for much of its length, even partly sharing its tracks. The big bosses who live on its route may be part of the reason why the Met has always been a cut above other underground lines. In turn, it makes the destruction wrought by HS2 seem so wholly unnecessary.

      

   


   
      
         
13
            Small Beginnings

         

         My first remembered experience in Metro-land was at the age of four when I was taken to the barber’s shop near the station. The appropriately named Mr Curley who ran the establishment placed a board across the seat, and I sat on this with my feet on the cloth-covered chair. I think it cost my parents two shillings and sixpence in those pre-decimal days, but somehow that removal of my childish locks established my own place in Metro-land for the next twenty years.

         We had just moved from Acton to Northwood, a modern-day Nutwood, in Middlesex. All was new and different. Boots had a book-lovers’ library and the local outfitters, French, sold the appropriately dull-grey school uniform. Everything for school had a name tag attached, though why anyone would want to nick a school uniform was beyond my comprehension since they all looked the same and came from the same source. I became a boy from the north woods, with which I had an empathy. It was only people and their demands that confused me. The expectation that your life should follow a prescribed pattern briefly encapsulated as birth, school, perhaps university, work, retirement, death, does not seem appropriate for everyone and could possibly lead to disappointment. I know several people from university who got a first and yet ended up in menial jobs; one simply parking cars. Growing up takes longer for some than others and I always admired the ability of most girls to get to grips with the rigid system from an early age. But my fascination with railways started equally early.

         As a child I was given a Hornby Dublo railway set and, having reasonable space to do so, I set up a double-tracked system and marvelled at the detail which went into these early locomotives, steam engines whose days in real life were, both literally and figuratively, numbered. I acquired other pieces of infrastructure like bridges, stations and tunnels to make it more realistic, but of course it was nothing to rival the quasi-realism of today’s model railway displays, whose attention to detail creates another world straight out of 1950s England. I was particularly pleased with a toy garage, complete with lift, where cars could be hoisted by a simple lever from ground level for rooftop parking, a forerunner of today’s multi storey.14

         I am amazed by the skill and hard work that goes into modern exhibitions, where, in the best of them, a complete new world is created, dominated, of course, by the railway. The stations are remarkably realistic, complete with footbridges, signal boxes and passengers, all in miniature. Alongside are other railway ephemera: tunnels, bridges and sidings. One exhibition even included an aeroplane that actually took off. All that was missing was Noddy in his little car. It is comforting to know that such toys, if such they can be called, appeal right across the age groups, proving that the child is father of the man. Enid Blyton would have loved it. Yet it only seems to emphasise what we have lost. The vision that goes into the exhibitions is almost entirely missing from the real world, except in one respect.

         While so many man-made structures are ugly and objectionable, the railway steam engine has always been a joy, as witnessed by the more than a hundred heritage lines dotted round the country. Despite being a massive and intrinsically polluting monstrosity, there is an inbuilt romance to the steam railways which, in these difficult and threatening times, is something to take pleasure in. The countless volunteers who support these heritage groups not only satisfy themselves but give pleasure to thousands. The joy of standing on Dunster station on the West Somerset Line is like going back in time. Its supply of hot drinks and railway ephemera, such as working lamps and models, is a delight, combined with the sound of ancient but meticulously restored steam engines on the 23 miles of track from Minehead to Bishops Lideard. And there are plans afoot to connect it to the main line at Taunton. But this book is only incidentally concerned with steam-hauled trains as, in its early days, they comprised all the Met’s rolling stock before a much-needed electrification took over.

         Growing up in Northwood, I was ideally placed to watch the gradual modernisation of the Met/GC line from steam and partly electric to fully electric and diesel. Northwood is a suburb some 15 miles or so from London in the county then known as Middlesex. You might have thought that the county name had been specially invented by Keir Starmer to cope with all those of uncertain gender of which we have heard so much in the press in recent times. But actually the name Middlesex is much older, referring to the ancient homeland of the Middle Saxons, similar to Essex (the East Saxons), Sussex (the South) and Wessex (the West). Remarkably, the county name can be traced as far back as the ninth or tenth century, although today it survives only ceremonially as part of Greater London. I am one of the remaining survivors of Middlesex before the county was abolished in 1965. It was also the Middlesex Regiment who were largely responsible for thrashing Napoleon in the Peninsula War. However not 15even the suggestion of a Middlesex can beat the wonderfully named Hugh Sexey Church Middle School in Wedmore, Somerset, which has nothing to do with the Saxons and everything to do with a royal auditor from Shakespeare’s time. Although I am not sure why the need was felt to preserve the name all those years later, especially when it inevitably led to much modern-day ridicule.

         When I first acquired a bicycle, I can remember pedalling round the then quiet roads on the outer limits of Middlesex where it joined Hertfordshire. Middlesex always seemed to me appropriately named; sandwiched between the country and the town and essentially middle class in nature. An inbuilt snobbery at that time meant, for example, that the gardener was called by his job title rather than his name, and the daily women, or the women who did, were referred to as Mrs or Miss. Everyone knew their place it seemed; except me, and I am still trying to work it out.

         But my interest was not really in cycling through Northwood, rather dull and far too busy and hilly, but in the open roads of Moor Park, achieved by crossing the boundary of Batchworth Lane. As I did so, I began to imagine that I was a train stopping at stations, in my case a selection of kerbside stops outside the more expensive houses that dominated the Moor Park estate, the dropped kerbs denoting the ends of the platforms. One of the stupidities of which was that it had a barrier only at its furthest, Rickmansworth end, where a somewhat officious man in uniform did his best to justify his existence by preventing access to as many people as he could, demanding to know the reason for their encroachment. At the Northwood end there was no such obstacle, giving illicit visitors like me a free run through the private roads edging the now multi-million-pound houses. I knew few people in Moor Park apart from those who went to my prep school, and the high hedges and gates protected the well-heeled from incursions by their less-well-off neighbours from outside the estate. If you wanted to see the big trains you had to cycle all the way to Carpenders Park on the main Midland (Euston) line, a journey of some length and quite a few hills so I rarely did it. But if you made the effort you would be rewarded by some excitingly fast running steam expresses and the vast Deltic, a new blue diesel locomotive, forerunner of things to come and the end of steam.

         My route was pretty much the same every time, passing Moor Park station and the few shops nearby. Moor Park, fortunately, lacked a centre so that when you alighted from the train you already felt countryfied, that you had thrown off the dust from town. In those days trains were manned not only by a driver but also a guard with a green flag who 16stepped out of his compartment to signal the driver to move off. On one occasion on the old wooden platform at Moor Park, the guard, ready to restart, moved away from his compartment to wave his flag at the driver, and the train started to gather pace. Before the guard could regain his compartment he tripped over a suitcase left by a careless passenger on the platform. Unable to regain his composure quickly enough, the train moved on to Rickmansworth without him, the driver none the wiser. It would have been interesting to picture the scene when his loss was eventually discovered.

         Edwards and Pilgram tell us that

         
            In 1923 Sandy Lodge [station] was renamed Moor Park and Sandy Lodge [the name harking back to Cardinal Wolsey’s nearby home, the Castle of the More]. The great classical mansion had been sold by the Ebury family to Lord Leverhulme whose Unilever Property Department offered admirable sites in the park for building the house of one’s dreams. (76, 1986)

         

         And indeed there has always been something rather special about Moor Park, an island in a sea of relatively unremarkable suburbia. It has always been somewhat snooty but deservedly so because almost every house on this wealthy estate has been carefully designed and kept well apart from its neighbour, this entirely integrated sense of purpose a far cry from most planning these days. However, the advertising for these new properties was more than a touch disingenuous in trying to make would-be purchasers feel good.

         
            “When world conditions compel the advisability of living economically” the rich businessmen were advised, “the problem which arises is where one can reside and yet retrench whilst maintaining a standard of comfort in a healthy and congenial environment? Moor Park solves this problem!” (76, 1986)

         

         So much flannel to try to disguise the unacceptability to some of being wealthy and not “living economically”, and then doing a smart about-turn to describe its intrinsic benefits anyway.

         
            Distinctive houses from £1900 freehold [the top end of the scale in those days], private roads with a gatekeeper to prevent day trippers roaring through on motor cycle combinations or stop street sellers shouting 17their wares, Moor Park was the most luxurious of all the Metro-land estates. “Here one may enjoy quietude and seclusion (without isolation) in the amenities of residence in an old English Park, yet without the responsibilities of ownership.” (76, 1986)

         

         Not sure about that last bit since it ceased to be a park a long time ago, and surely all houses carry responsibilities.

         But certainly by now the flannel was wringing wet. Of course, Northwood too had some wealthier sections, including Eastbury Avenue, but the wealth was not so extensive. I remember one family that moved there from the rather less chic but still perfectly acceptable neighbourhood in which we lived, enabling them to look down on us without actually saying so. Well, Eastbury Avenue was on a hill. They had made it, but somehow we had not. Did this worry me? Not in the least, and some of those large houses behind high laurel hedges could be awfully lonely places, with their echoing, empty rooms and endless damp gardens. We were invited for Christmas parties involving treasure hunts, and on these occasions the various rooms came into their own.

         In later years I began to realise that the freehold label to any property does not in any way guarantee permanence, and we are mere custodians in our time there. What we think we own can disappear swiftly with the onset of unexpected illness, bankruptcy and death, forcing us to reconsider what is really important. Still, I enjoyed the archery lessons in Eastbury Avenue and began to see myself as a latter-day Robin Hood (like Richard Greene on our black-and-white television) but without the robberies, although I had a few local nominations for the evil Sheriff of Nottingham.

         On the other side of the railway was Sandy Lodge Golf Club to which, for a time, I later belonged. But it was a poor relation to Moor Park Golf Club, whose clubhouse must rank as one of the finest in the country. The lodge house to this fine 1720 Palladian property stands aloof and alone to the side of Batchworth Heath. Strangely, the lodge somehow appeared in the film Genevieve (1954), allegedly situated on the road from London to Brighton in this tale of vintage car racing with John Gregson, Kay Kendall and Kenneth More. But, as with all cinema, it was just smoke and mirrors. W. A. G. Kemp tells us that Batchworth Heath was once part of Northwood.

         
            A hundred years ago Ducks Hill Road ended at Park Farm, and an ancient lane joined the farm to Rickmansworth Road. In the census 18returns of 1841 Daniel Norton is recorded as living at Home Farm. He was a farmer and timber merchant. (1955)

         

         I remember Home Farm from my childhood before a new estate was built. Situated on the edge of Batchworth Heath, it lay dilapidated and depressed, fronted by a stagnant pond filled with broken tree branches. It hadn’t been lived in for years. Its windows were broken and its atmosphere sour. Indeed, it resembled most people’s idea of a haunted house. Totally disused, it lingered on for many years and I used to imagine that I could see something moving inside, behind the window panes. Nature was well advanced in reclaiming the space.

         Yet just a few hundred yards away was the busy main road to Rickmansworth. Hollywood films about the future (for example Twelve Monkeys, 1995) often portray it not as a bright, shiny place where everything works super efficiently, but as a run-down society where everything is broken, the houses are full of weeds and scavenging animals roam the streets. I feel this might be nearer to the truth. Home Farm was the very antithesis of Metro-land, reminding us all that human intervention can only make a relatively small and temporary dent, like the world’s abandoned cities. Home Farm then was this in microcosm, until eventually the site was dug up and repurposed for new housing. As to whether you can totally lay the ghosts of bygone eras by rebuilding, I have some doubts.

         Kemp goes on to tell us that Mr G. Cornwall, the Rickmansworth historian, has this to say about the Heath.

         
            It was once common land within the manor of Batchworth, which is said to have been given by King Offa [whatever his real name was] in 780 to the abbot and monks of St Albans. The old manor house which stood at the bottom of the hill has long fallen into decay and modern houses stand on its site. (64, 1955)

         

         Clearly an Offa you cannot refuse. The wonderful entrance to Moor Park was apparently built by the Marquis of Westminster. Close to this is Ye Old Greene Manne public house.

         
            It is said that [the highwayman] Dick Turpin once escaped through a window at the rear of “Ye Olde Greene Manne”, Batchworth Heath. The Bow Street Runners were seeking him at the front of the house. (64, 1955)19

         

         The pub has been there since 1728, initially under landlord Richard Ryder and remaining with his family for the rest of the century. There was once a blacksmith’s next door, which makes sense for those breaking their journey on Batchworth Heath. Alfred Hodgkison, one of the original blacksmiths, was known, according to his relative, as the Strong Man of Hertfordshire. Apparently he used to drive up to the local turnpike, unhitch his pony from the trap and carry it through to avoid paying the toll.
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