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Aberdeen

‘God-forsaken wind-whipped streets’

 




The god-forsaken wind-whipped streets around Aberdeen’s fish market … wee women with haggis-legs and fish-heads manked in their hair …  Euan Ferguson, Observer, 18 December 2005

 



Ferguson, a native of Edinburgh, really doesn’t like Aberdeen, having earlier described it (in 2002) as  The armpit of these islands, moist with a cold drizzle of greed, cant and mendacity.


 



In the same month, Martin Amis caused outrage in Scotland’s third city when he described it as  The epicentre of gloom  and  … one of the darkest places imaginable, like Iceland …


 



Christopher Brookmyre, Glaswegian proponent of ‘Tartan Noir’, caused similar distress when he described Aberdonians as  Greedy, humourless, ungrateful, conceited and whingeing  in his 2001 novel A Big Boy Did It and Ran Away.

 



But, as Scotland on Sunday pointed out at the time, these were just the latest in a long line of critics …

 




I walked for nearly three hours up streets and down and I couldn’t find anything remotely adorable about Aberdeen … It wasn’t that there was anything  wrong with Aberdeen exactly, more that it suffered from a surfeit of innocuousness.


Bill Bryson, Notes from a Small Island (1995)

 



I came to hate Aberdeen more than any other place I saw. Yes, yes, the streets were clean; but it was an awful city … It was only in Aberdeen that I saw kilts and eightsome reels and the sort of tartan tightfistedness that made me think of the average Aberdonian as a person who would gladly pick a halfpenny out of a dunghill with his teeth.

Paul Theroux, The Kingdom by the Sea (1983)


Bleakness, not meanness or jollity, is the keynote to Aberdonian character … For anyone passing their nights and days in the Silver City by the Sea … it is comparable to passing one’s existence in a refrigerator.  Lewis Grassic Gibbon, Scottish Scene, or the Intelligent Man’s Guide to Albyn, ‘Aberdeen’ (1934)


If you can’t laugh with them …

When the Scottish comedian Sir Harry Lauder was playing a theatre in Aberdeenshire, he was distressed at the unresponsiveness of the audience. However, his anxiety was relieved when he overheard a member of the audience say to his companion after the show:

 



Fit a gran comic. It took me aa ma time nae to lach.

[What a grand comic. It took me all my time not to laugh.]

Just as the English make jokes about the meanness of Scotsmen, so the rest of Scotland makes jokes about the meanness of Aberdonians. The genre goes back many decades, as these few examples from the 1920s testify:

 



It’s on record that an Aberdonian once gave a waiter a tip - but the horse came last.

 



A drouthy Aberdonian desirous of quenching his thirst found that he only had sixpence all told, whereas ninepence was necessary. He solved the problem by pawning the sixpence for fivepence and selling the pawn ticket for fourpence. He thus obtained ninepence and got his pint of beer.

 



It was at another bar that another son of the Granite City lingered a long time while examining his change. ‘Is it no’ right?’ asked the barmaid. ‘Aye,’ the man replied. ‘Just.’




Aberdeen FC


I’ve been a Hearts fan all of my life  
And many a sight I’ve seen  
But the northern lights of Aberdeen  
Mean sweet fuck all to me!


Chant sung by Hearts fans

 




Sheepshagging bastards!  
You’re only sheepshagging bastards!  
Sheepshagging bastards!  
You’re only sheepshagging bastards!
Chant sung by Glasgow Rangers fans






Aberystwyth

The unpronounceable


Two American tourists are driving round Wales, and eventually arrive in Aberystwyth. They are perplexed as to how to say the name on the  signposts, so when they stop for a meal they walk up to the counter of the fast-food establishment and say, ‘Can you settle an argument for us, please? Can you say the name of this place very slowly?’  ‘Certainly, sir. Burrrrr-gerrrrr Kiiiiiing.’


 



Visitors to the www.nowhere.co.uk website have logged a number of complaints about Aberystwyth:
• Local beach made of dirt.


• Nothing to do but sit around and drink. 

• Welsh Nats. Best not to say anything to these people. These people are mad. You have an English accent? Don’t get into a political discussion with these types - the first disagreement and they’ll want a fight!


• Rain, wind - being in Wales, they can’t really be avoided though.









Aran Islands

Rumour has it that the Aran Islands are rolled up when the tourist season ends and towed into Galway, where workmen chip away at the rocks to make them look a bit more rugged.

Terry Eagleton, The Truth About the Irish (2001)

 



The Aran Islands were, of course, the inspiration for Craggy Island, Father Ted’s remote and backward parish. The islanders are so proud of this fact that war broke out in 2007 between two of the islands, Inis Mór and Inis Oírr, as to which was the real Craggy Island.




Arbroath

‘The clock stopped about 1950’

The clock stopped about 1950. Everybody on the streets looks about 60 and they all wear the same sorts of clothes.

Belinda Rathbone, The Guynd: A Scottish Journal (2006)




Aylesbury

A euphemism for fuck


In 20th-century rhyming slang Aylesbury duck, or  simply Aylesbury, was used as a euphemistic substitute   for fuck in such phrases as ‘not give an Aylesbury’.  Hence also Aylesbury’ed (as in ‘I’m absolutely  Aylesbury’ed after climbing all those stairs’).


John Ayto and Ian Crofton, Brewer’s Britain and Ireland (2005)




Balham

‘Bal-ham - Gateway to the South’

So satirized by Frank Muir and Denis Norden:


Broad-bosomed, bold, becalmed, benign  
Lies Balham, foursquare on the Northern Line;  
Matched by no marvel save in Eastern scene,  
A rose-red city half as gold as green.



Frank Muir and Denis Norden, ‘Bal-ham - Gateway to the South’ (1958)




Barnsley

… a town called Black Barnsley, eminent still for the working of iron and steel; and indeed the very town looks as black and smoky as if they were all smiths that lived in it; though it is not, I suppose, called Black Barnsley on that account, but for the black hue or colour of the moors, which, being covered in heath … look all black …

Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724-6)

 



Two and a half centuries later Barnsley would of course provide a sufficiently grim backdrop for Ken Loach’s film Kes.




Basildon

‘Fifty years of inbreeding’


Basildon suffers from fifty years of inbreeding (in  
addition to the hundreds of years of keeping it in  
the family practised by the original East-End  
overspill who originally populated this urban  
paradise). Yes, this is where even people from  
Lewisham are classed as ‘posh-talking bastards’  
and left with permanent imprints of Reebok  
trainers on their skulls.


‘alexexanderdelarge’, chavtowns.co.uk, December 2005

 



Q. What do you call an Essex girl with an IQ of 150?

A. Basildon.

 



People in Basildon are nearly all very friendly, good, hardworking people. My family included. Despite being the butt of many jokes, Basildon folk are resilient and clever. In fact Basildon is such a good place that I moved to London four years ago.

www.knowhere.co.uk

 



The same contributor-authored website lists among the ‘Worst Things’ about Basildon:

Most of the population in Basildon!! Most either wanna be Ali G or had to leave school coz they thought a Mars bar wrapper could be used as a condom.




Basingstoke

‘Better than Milton Keynes’


Don’t take the piss, it’s better than Milton Keynes …  
just.


Motto of the blog Basingstokelife

 



The town’s Soviet-style blocks have also earned it the name Basingrad (on the model of Stalingrad). But it is more famously nicknamed Boringstoke. The very sound of the word ‘Basingstoke’ was enough to bring Mad Margaret in Gilbert and Sullivan’s Ruddigore  back to her senses. One former resident has observed:  When you’re bored or depressed, you can cheer yourself up by saying, ‘Well, at least I don’t live in Basingstoke any more.’


 



Despite a reputation for dullness, Basingstoke makes a number of literary appearances. Shakespeare made a sly dig at the place in Henry IV, Part 2 (II.i):  Lord Chief Justice: Where lay the King last night?



Gower: At Basingstoke, my Lord.



Falstaff: I hope, my Lord, all’s well … 

Thomas Hardy depicted Basingstoke as Stoke Barehills:  It stands with its gaunt, unattractive, ancient church, and its new red brick suburb, amid the open, chalk-soiled cornlands … The most familiar object in Stoke Barehills nowadays is its cemetery …  Jude the Obscure (1894-5)

 



Basingstoke has also been dubbed Doughnut City, for the number of roundabouts littering the place (one even gets a mention in The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy). According to the website  www.basingstoke.me.uk:  The body of a Basingstoker who died in the middle of the massive ‘Town Centre West’ roundabout wasn’t found for four days. Another Basingstoker ‘lost’ several hours whilst crossing this roundabout and claimed to have been abducted by aliens.


 



‘I want to go back to Basingstoke.’

‘But nobody wants to go back to Basingstoke.’

Dialogue from Simon Shore’s film Get Real (1998)




Bath

Do you know, I get so immoderately sick of Bath! Your brother and I were agreeing this morning that, though it is vastly well to be here for a few weeks, we would not live here for millions.

Isabella Thorpe in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey  (1818)




Bedford

‘Dullsville’

 




I know, I know: it sounds like dullsville. Goodness, it’s even got ‘bed’ in its name - why not go the whole hog and call it Zzzzzford? … Every evening it’s pumped full of returning commuters whose wildest aspirations extend to the crazy heights of an early night, with the 2.4 kids staying over at Nan’s.  Tom Dyckhoff, Guardian, 12 November 2005




Belfast

‘As uncivilized as ever’

Belfast … as uncivilized as ever - savage black mothers in houses of dark red brick, friendly manufacturers too drunk to entertain you when you arrive. It amuses me till I get tired.

E.M. Forster, letter to T.E. Lawrence, 3 May 1928

 




A fine place with a rough people.
Charles Dickens, letter to his sister-in-law, 1858

 




[In Belfast] There is no aristocracy - no culture - no grace - no leisure worthy of the name. It all boils down to mixed grills, double whiskies, dividends, movies, and these strolling, homeless, hate-driven poor.  Sean O’Faolain, Irish Journey (1941)




Berkshire

All Berkshire women are very silly. I don’t know why women in Berkshire are more silly than anywhere else.

Mr Justice Claude Duveen, Reading County Court, July 1972.

 



Incidentally, the slang term berk is from Berkshire Hunt, rhyming slang for cunt.




Berwick-upon-Tweed


It is old, decayed, and neither populous nor rich.  Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724-6)

 



There is a famous old rhyme recited by Berwickers themselves:


Berwick is an ancient town,  
A church without a steeple,  
A pretty girl at every door  
And very generous people.


 



To which Robert Burns responded with:
 A bridge without a middle arch,  
A church without a steeple,  
A midden heap in every street  
And damned conceited people.





Bexhill-on-Sea

Appropriate enough for the jewel in the crown of the Costa Geriatrica, Bexhill has a street named Terminus Avenue. But it also has a thriving youth community …

 




Looking out of the train at the station before disembarking in this lively seaside resort, one can see signs that this is an up-and-coming residence for the discerning chav. A station that once was a boring, old, busy listed building now clearly shows its potential for excitement with 21st-century modernization  techniques in use, such as broken windows, graffiti, discarded cigarette packets, Special Brew cans and pools of vomit. These examples of the expanding contemporary youth culture’s diverse and engaging hobbies and interests are proof that Bexhill would deserve the title of ‘Capital of Culture for the Bexhill-on-Sea Region’ should it ever be awarded.
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