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INTRODUCTION


Britain is crap.


It’s been said before. It’s been said, in fact, in the first book of Crap Towns. But when I wrote that sentence in 2003, I had no idea that it would remain so true for an entire decade. That Britain would, in fact, seem crapper than ever today.


If you’d told me back then that there would be even more absurd councils and bad planning decisions to write about, I’d have laughed even more than I was doing already. My co-editor and I were getting so many missives of woe and misery from all over the country – and so many of them were so hilariously well written – that it was hard to imagine anyone topping them. How could things get better? Or, conversely, how could Britain get even crapper?


Easily, it turned out.


Back in 2003, when the first book of Crap Towns came out, boarded-up high streets were a novelty. Youth unemployment was still sometimes regarded as a lifestyle choice instead of universal and compulsory. Riots were something that happened in history books – and not Ealing. Regeneration was a distinct possibility rather than a bitter joke. Money was flowing into previously crap towns like Hastings, Hull and Morecambe. Old buildings were being fixed up, new ones were being built – and, amazingly, they weren’t all awful.


But things did not, as we were promised, only get better. Instead, the bland brand makeover continued on our high streets. Tescos appeared everywhere, killing native businesses with the steady sureness of grey squirrels destroying their cuter red cousins.


Plenty of other corporations also worked to suck the life out of our high streets and thanked us for our custom by funnelling our money into offshore tax havens. Later, when the credit crunch struck, they left those same streets lifeless and empty.


Elsewhere, the recession, the coalition and a new generation of disaffected youth and a wizened cabal of greedy old bankers made themselves equally busy writing copy for this book. In 2012 critical mass was reached. Apparently spontaneously, a 2004 article from the Independent about the second book of Crap Towns spent several weeks in the top ten most-read stories on independent.co.uk. Then Gary Barlow sent hundreds of thousands of followers in our direction when he tweeted about how much he’d enjoyed reading the first book of Crap Towns. At the same time, the News and Star in Cleator Moor started raging about the fact that their town was ‘in the running’ to be included in the book. Even though Cleator Moor had already appeared in Crap Towns – a full ten years ago. ‘It’s not that bad,’ declared locals in a stirring defence.


Dan and I were yet to start thinking seriously about revisiting the project, but people were bombarding us with messages. They demanded to know when we were going to give Chipping Norton its just deserts, when we were going to reveal the truth about Banbury, why we hadn’t included Great Yarmouth in the earlier versions. Nominations started flooding in.


And on that last point at least, there is cause for celebration. The worst of Britain has also brought out the best. The national talent for mockery, self deprecation and laughing in the face of adversity remains as strong as ever. We still excel at gallows humour – and it’s a good job too, because we need it more than ever … Which is why Crap Towns has returned: by unpopular demand.


Sam Jordison
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SHEERNESS
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Motto: Known by their fruits


Population: 13,000


Average house price: £153,000


Famous residents: Rod Hull, Emu









In 1667, during the second Anglo-Dutch War, the Isle of Sheppey was captured by the enemy navy. It was a great victory for the Dutch, partly helped by some half-hearted resistance by the ill-fed, underpaid local garrison at Sheerness. However, after only a few days, the invaders abandoned their conquest and never returned. History regards their departure as a mystery, but common sense suggests they simply couldn’t stand being in Sheerness a moment longer.


Visiting today, it is easy to sympathise with the Dutch. The town may be less than 40 miles from London, but its atmosphere of decay and abandonment makes it feel as if you have travelled to one of the less scenic industrial towns of Siberia. Surrounded by a bleak landscape of mudflats, electricity pylons and waterlogged fields, it is hard to believe that this used to be a holiday destination for working-class Londoners.


Sheerness has managed to avoid becoming a clone town, but this is only because few retailers have bothered to open branches in an area blighted by badly built housing, obese locals and a wealth of empty industrial units.


On the plus side, Sheerness does cater for some very unusual niche markets. It might be short on organic cafes and antique shops, but how many other towns provide one-stop shopping for scrap metal and sex aids?


Buff Orpington
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BURY ST EDMUNDS
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Motto: Sacrarium regis cunabula legis (Shrine of the king, cradle of the law)


Population: 33,000


Average house price: £289,000


Famous residents: Bill Wyman









The pavements are covered in wonky paving slabs. They’re like that on purpose, I think, in order to look ‘olde worlde’, as part of the ongoing attempt to make Bury appear like its mighty cousin, Cambridge. Needless to say it’s failing miserably.


The kids have nothing to do. The adults fill their time with petty squabbles. The council and the residents spent 10 years on whether or not to build a cinema. Another 15 years were wasted working out whether or not to build more awful shops on a vast expanse of car park right in the middle of town named ‘the cattle market’.


To top it all, a huge sugar beet factory looms above the skyline and every so often (normally on a lovely sunny day) emits a cloying, sickly stench over the town like a shimmering shroud of doom.


Andrew Martin
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BASKET CASE


Hanging baskets were banned from Bury St Edmunds town centre after Suffolk County Council ruled there was a risk that they could fall from lampposts and injure the public.
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BELL ENDS


In the 19th century the romantic novelist Ouida, who lived in Bury St Edmunds, described her home as: ‘This petty-bourgeois town where the inhabitants must perforce ring their own doorbells lest they rust from disuse.’
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OXFORD
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Motto: Fortis est veritas (The truth is tough)


Population: 165,000


Average house price: £271,000


Famous residents: Just about every Tory prime minister ever, up to and including Tony Blair and David Cameron









Dreaming spires. Old mellow stones. Ornate libraries. Lovely old books. Beautiful dining halls. It’s like Hogwarts for wankers.


We’ll start with the moronity. Over a decade ago, Oxford City Council had a stroke of city planning genius: to encourage the more rowdy establishments towards a single road in the centre of town. George Street. A place where drunks can run the gamut from shitty meat-market clubs, which offer Rohypnol as part of their cheap drinks promotion, right through to Jamie Oliver’s Italian restaurant for the most high-class dining imaginable to a brain untroubled by thought.


To drive down George Street on a Friday night is to recreate the experience of Windsor Safari Park with kebabs. Hairy creatures will block your way and beat their chests making loud ‘oo oo oo’ sounds. They will bend your aerial and display their bare bottoms. Those exhibiting less aggressive behaviour can be found in shop doorways performing acts of public copulation, sometimes shielding their faces with their overcoats. Often not.


On the other side of town sits the cultural mecca that is the Cowley Road, kind of a massive community-based hallucination of a community. You have to drink the kool-aid to be a part of it. Decades ago, Cowley Road was known as the hip, diverse and multicultural area of Oxford. In other words, it’s where the poor people who had failed to get a council house with central heating lived. The squatters deluded themselves into the belief that their poverty was a bohemian experience and fabricated the mirage of a ‘cultural hotpot’. If the recipe for hotpot involves lentil farts, stabbing and Prozac, then Cowley Road was, indeed, a gourmet delight. Over the years, the myth swelled to create a kind of shitty version of the Greenwich Village effect in New York. Once an area is designated ‘hip’, the property prices skyrocket and the vile children of moneyed families overrun it like preened rats in UGG boots.


Cowley Road has dragged its self-conscious notion of ‘relevant’ into yet another decade, and to walk the length of the street now is to see the worst of all human life. The big-woolly-hatted white boys with dreadlocks sipping their Costa lattes. The small gangs of youths in hologram-stickered baseball caps, who return from a trip to Brixton sucking their thumbs. Worst of all, the legions of Brookes students in their pyjamas and wife-beaters squealing with unbridled posh joy as they breathe in the atmosphere and suck out the life.


There are towns that do pretentiousness better, towns that do poverty better, towns that do mindlessness better, but as an all-rounder, I’d say Oxford’s your winner. Apparently, there’s also a university here …


Julian Frank








CRAP TOWNS UPDATE!


POSITION LAST TIME: 31


REASONS:




	Ghettoization of working classes into crime-ridden estates like Blackbird Leys.


	Naughty kids setting fire to bins.





RECENT DEVELOPMENTS:




	Oxfordshire County Council has been fighting to close libraries, including those on the deprived Blackbird Leys estate. Local residents have been fighting back. Leading the charge, local author Philip Pullman declared it ‘a war against stupidity’.


	The heroic Pullman also spent years fighting developers who wanted to destroy the historic and romantic Castle Mill boatyard in the city’s Jericho area. After years of struggle, the developers successfully closed the yard. Then went bust. Leaving it empty.


	Members of the Bullingdon Club, the notorious drinking society for posh people attending Oxford University, have started running the country. Into the ground.
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MAYDAY! MAYDAY!
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GLASTONBURY
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Motto: Floreat ecclesia angliae (May the Anglican Church prosper)


Population: 32,000


Average house price: £260,000


Famous residents: King Arthur, Jesus Christ, Sally Morningstar (hedgewitch, author of 26 books)









Most famous for the nearby festival, the town of Glastonbury also attracts tourists in its own right, thanks to its ancient tor, attractive old buildings and a limitless supply of ageing hippies in rainbow-coloured jumpers.


If you ask most locals, they’ll tell you that Glastonbury is one of the most beautiful, most colourful and most spiritual places in the entire nation.


But then, if you ask most locals, they will also tell you that water has a memory, and that vibrating it with infinitely minute quantities of various poisons will produce a drink that cures any disease – so long as the patient parts with enough money before swallowing.


Residents are also likely to tell you that we’re about to be visited by benevolent beings from the world of infinite light. And that in the next few days they intend to dance wildly, meditate deeply and frolic abundantly, barefoot in a field.


Then they will try to hold your hand and tell you about Wicca.


They will encroach on your comfort zone. They will tell you they knew Hendrix and that they used to get high simply by listening to his music. They will tell you that they were taught about tantric sex in a temple in the Himalayas. They will tell you that those were wild times and roll their eyes and touch your leg and they won’t move their hand away, even when you pull back.


They will have thinning hair and a ponytail. They will smell of patchouli and weed and lonely, angry wanking. They will wear sandals in winter. They will tell you that they have in their possession certain oils, extracted from certain plant essences that really aren’t too expensive, considering their health-giving properties, should you choose to buy some, which you really should. They will ogle your breasts and try to sell you a dream catcher. Or a crystal that will ward off cancer and that ‘really sets off your sensual eyes’.


They will put on whale music. They will tell you that you look stressed and that they know the cure. They will say that this cure was passed down to them by ancient masters and that they have healing hands. They will say you look like you need a massage. They will say that even Indian gurus normally pay them, so don’t look so shocked at the price. They will say that, yes, you do have to be naked before they can perform the massage – and that they do too. Then they will start to take off their clothes …


… It’s time to leave.


Jane Asherton



MOVING


My friend moved to Glastonbury and changed his name to Robin Rainbow Warrior Hood.


Caroline
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GRAIL QUEST


According to legend, King Arthur once reigned in Glastonbury. In fact, the town lies on the ancient island of Avalon! And Arthur was buried there alongside his lady love Guinevere.


Glastonbury is also at the centre and convergence of a number of important ley lines. Some say this is perhaps why Joseph of Arimathea travelled there carrying a cup of Jesus Christ’s blood, also known as the Holy Grail. They also say Joseph travelled to Glastonbury by boat, floating across the flooded Somerset Levels. On disembarking, he struck the ground with his staff – and in that place there flowered the Glastonbury Thorn. Even now, there is a certain hawthorn tree that only grows within a few miles of Glastonbury, and which flowers twice of a year: once in spring and again around Christmas time.1
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Photos (except tower): Caroline








1 None of this shit is true.
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RHYL
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Motto: Yr hafan deg ar fin y don (The fair haven at the edge of the waves)


Population: 60,000


Average house price: £144,000


Famous residents: Ruth Ellis (the last woman to be hanged in the UK), Lee Evans (comedian), Peter Moore (serial killer)









The last time Rhyl made the news was when John Prescott punched a man in the face there, and its most famous daughter is Ruth Ellis, the last British woman to be hanged. But there’s more to the town than violence. There’s lots of concrete too.


I hit Rhyl on the home straight of a long tour of Shit Britain. By that stage I was feeling pretty much immune to blight and decay, along with hypothermia, e. coli and WKD Blue. I’d even primed myself with two nights at Pontin’s Southport, entertained by Keith Harris and Orville and drunk children throwing up into the snow-dusted fag bins. But Rhyl was something else. There’s nowhere grimmer than a town that was purpose-built for having a good time, and is now having a very bad one – particularly in February. Failing to rise to the twin challenges of its bleak, silly name and being on Liverpool Bay, Rhyl has skulked away into the shadowy overlap that exists between the melancholy of a faded seaside resort and the heavier shit of hardcore urban degeneration.


The ranks of weathered white oblongs gave Rhyl’s outlying static-caravan belt the look of a neglected war cemetery. In the unpeopled streets beyond them, the only spark of life was a price war being fought out amongst takeaways (CHEAPEST CHIPS IN RHYL) and pound shops (EVERYTHING NOW 98p). Most of the hefty old guesthouses on the sea front were boarded up or burnt out. Those that weren’t, I’d been told, are now occupied by rehoused Liverpudlian opiate enthusiasts, though I thought better of confirming this with a door-to-door survey. (Rhyl became Smackhead-on-Sea thanks to a 14-year-old Mr Big, who kept his stash in those plastic capsules out of Kinder Eggs and was driven around in a limo by two heavies: it sounds like Junior Apprentice for class-A drug dealers.)


The one thing almost worth looking at – the deep brown sea – had been hidden from view by a massive concrete wall. Most of the streets leading away from it appeared to have been cluster-bombed. Courtesy of a predictably catastrophic 70s makeover, the Edwardian pier and theatre had given way to a gigantic corrugated shed that would soon be hosting Go West – the 25th Anniversary Tour, and exuded all the ritzy, vibrant appeal of a Chernobyl bus depot. The weathered plastic barn beside it was the Rhyl Sun Centre, opened to great fanfare in 1980, but now less like a climate-controlled aquatic paradise than somewhere you might find yourself losing an argument with customer services about a faulty leaf blower.
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