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Introduction


“The M25 is a form of social control to ensure disruptive elements in society are neutralised by keeping a significant proportion of them in continual motion.”


Will Self


There has never been a more talked-about road in Britain than the M25 motorway round London. Its regular traffic reports are as British as the latest weather news and the shipping forecast. Every day it plays transient host to a seething mass of humanity on the move, a mass that includes commuters, supermarket delivery drivers, British and foreign truckers, jacket-on-a-hanger salesmen, tradesmen, day trippers, tourists, visiting relatives, football teams and their fans, airport-goers, Channel Tunnel-goers, festival-goers and many other goers besides.


When the M25 works, it works, slashing journey times round London and on to destinations in Britain and beyond. When it doesn’t work, the knives come out. Highways England (formerly the Highways Agency) is vilified alongside politicians, urban planners, road construction companies, bad drivers, the emergency services and anyone else who might possibly be responsible for delaying motorists’ lives for a matter of minutes or occasionally hours.


The road took 11 years to build between 1975 and 1986, but the need for an orbital route round London was being talked about as early as 1905, when the city streets were already congested with horse-drawn traffic, early motor cars and the first electric tramcars. But for every visionary and urban planner, there would in time be a hundred conscientious objectors, those who had cast-iron reasons why their plot of land should not under any circumstances be interfered with, or why their eyes and ears should not be offended by the sights and sounds of a monstrous motorway designed for the benefit of others. It was never going to be easy, then, and perhaps it was more than symbolic that it was driven through to completion during the Thatcher years, for this was a prime minister who had long experience of dealing with meddlesome people intent on interfering with her ideals. If she could handle the miners, the trade unionists and General Galtieri, she could probably handle a few thousand road objectors.


But the objectors in fact won many battles, before and after Thatcher took office. The changes they brought about saved whole communities from the invading army of diggers, but they also resulted in a motorway that cost more, took longer to build, couldn’t cope with demand, and often had to be built through terrain that was far from ideal from a construction point of view. Embankments were built high, chalk was dug deep so that hills might be scaled rather than skirted, interchanges were complicated and enough trees were planted to create a circular forest. Engineering triumph after engineering triumph protected many of the towns and villages of outer London from the motorway and conversely denied the motorway’s users many fine views of the Home Counties.


There are still many sights to be enjoyed while ‘driving the doughnut’, however, and many more still by exiting the motorway at any of its 33 junctions to seek out the often hidden treasures beyond. This book tries to look beyond the obvious and seeks to enlighten and enhance our enjoyment of a 117-mile (188-km) circular road to nowhere that ultimately, one way or another, leads to everywhere.









History in the Making


“I must say I can’t stand those who carp and criticise when they ought to be congratulating Britain on a magnificent achievement.”


Margaret Thatcher at the official opening of the M25 in 1986


1905


At a time when horse-drawn transport still existed alongside early motor cars and electric tramways, a Royal Commission loosely proposed a circular road round London to ease congestion, the route of which was quite similar to what we know today as the North and South Circular roads. Water troughs would have served as ‘service stations’, and wheelwrights and farriers would have been needed to provide breakdown services, acting as the AA of their day.


1920s


A rudimentary version of what is now known as the North Circular (or A406) was built as part of an unemployment relief scheme following the First World War.


1926


Italy under Mussolini became the first country in the world to build a fast road reserved for motor vehicles, an autostrada that ran from Milan to the Italian lakes.


1935


Germany’s first autobahn was completed between Frankfurt and Darmstadt.


1935


A somewhat tortuous chain of streets round south London were deemed sufficiently well connected to be dubbed the South Circular Road (or A205). I suspect that much smoke and many mirrors were present in the Ministry of Transport the day that decision was taken.


1937


The Highways Development Survey drawn up by engineer Sir Charles Bressey and his consultant Sir Edwin Lutyens provided the first coherent proposal for an orbital road round Greater London, at a radial distance of 18 to 20 miles (29 to 32 km) from Charing Cross. The Second World War put paid to their grand plans, but the route they devised for the South Orbital section in particular is pretty much followed by the M25 today.


1944


As part of the blueprint for post-war reconstruction, and taking advantage of the opportunities that bomb-damaged areas presented on a scale not seen since the Great Fire of London in 1666, architect and town planner Sir Patrick Abercrombie drew up the Greater London Plan, including five ring roads. To some extent this was an update of the Bressey/Lutyens pre-war plan, but the outer ring now stretched as far as 30 miles (48 km) out from Charing Cross. The optimism of the plan was most welcome in the post-war circumstances then prevailing, but the depressed economic climate didn’t allow for it to get off the ground. Abercrombie still went down in road history, though, as the first man to use the word ‘motorway’.


1950s


Britain’s roads became like clogged arteries in need of open-heart surgery as more and more slow-moving vehicles belched out fumes and leaked petrol and oil around its towns and countryside. Motorists grew impatient for the promised motorways that would offer speed and freedom to all.


1958


Britain’s first stretch of motorway, the 8-mile-long (13-km-long) Preston bypass that would later be subsumed within the M6, was opened by Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, thereby relieving congestion on the main artery between England and Scotland.


1959


Transport Minister Ernest Marples opened the M1, Britain’s first complete motorway, which ran from St Albans in Hertfordshire to Dunchurch in Warwickshire. At the opening ceremony Marples warned motorists that ‘travelling at speeds hitherto unknown, senses may be numbed and judgement warped’.


1960s


Road safety became a major concern in Britain because of the appalling standard of driving on its motorways. Without speed limits or seat belts, and with no crash barriers between carriageways, head-on collisions at high speed became all too common.




Safety Last


Apparently, motorists were so naive in the 1960s that they needed public information films and a regularly updated Highway Code to explain the very basics to them. Until these were produced, motorists who missed their motorway exits would reverse or even do a three-point turn to get back on track. It didn’t seem to occur to them either that flooring the pedal for mile after mile in a clapped-out, poorly maintained car might cause the car to overheat and die of exhaustion – the main reason for the AA or RAC being called to a motorway breakdown was to deliver the last rites to a big end.


Motorists were accordingly outraged when in 1966 Transport Minister Barbara Castle announced a preliminary 70-mph (113-km/h) speed limit, but by 1969 speed limits, seat belts and breathalysers had become law.
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1961


The Ministry of Transport set up the London Traffic Survey to establish a comprehensive picture of transport in and around London and to forecast how this would change in future.




Nice Work If You Can Get It


It took a glut of British and American consultants three years to provide the comprehensive picture needed for the London Traffic Survey, and a further two years to develop forecasting procedures and estimates of future traffic levels. Their findings were so alarming that they convinced the Ministry of Transport that more sophisticated analytical techniques would be required over a number of extra years to conclude the detailed evaluation required and possibly, just possibly, make some recommendations for the future. I’m fairly sure none of the consultants struggled to pay their mortgages by the time they were finished.
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1967


Building on the London Traffic Survey, a proposed London Ringway Scheme planned to upgrade the North and South Circulars to motorway standard and to have them form one of four concentric roads round the capital. This innermost ring was to be known as Ringway 1, or the London Motorway Box, and would involve the destruction of tens of thousands of houses and the displacement of hundreds of thousands of residents across every inner borough of the capital. The government had apparently lost the plot and public protests were loud and strong, but the scheme was still incorporated into the 1969 Greater London Development Plan. The planned madness was finally cancelled in 1973 after the GLC (Greater London Council) bowed to pressure applied by the Homes Before Roads political movement.


1970s ONWARDS


As traffic levels mushroomed around London, Capital Radio did its level best to keep motorists with revolutionary in-car radio informed about incidents and delays, including reports provided from the mid seventies onwards from the Flying Eye, a twin-engine light aircraft kitted out for the purpose. Their reporter in the sky for 20 years (between 1984 and 2004) was writer and broadcaster Russ Kane, who clocked up 10,000 flying hours and 1.5 million air miles without ever having his seat upgraded. He achieved more circuits of the M25 than any other man alive, but without any of the delays.




Conscientious Objectors


After decades of listening to motorists bleating about congestion, successive British governments presided over the building of longed-for motorways, including the M25 from 1975 onwards, only to discover that the mood of the public had changed in favour of protecting the environment at local, national and planetary levels. The modernism that had been worshipped by the masses for 40 years was suddenly seen as the enemy of the people and their endangered surroundings.


The public’s imagination was well and truly captured in 1973 when the Upshire Preservation Society mounted a campaign to prevent the planned M16 (which was to become part of the M25) ploughing through the pretty village of Upshire in the Epping Forest. The protestors parked their tractors, combine harvesters and horseboxes in Parliament Square before marching slowly along Whitehall with Vanessa the goat leading the way ahead of memorable banners that read ‘Not Epping Likely!’


The tide of public opinion had turned and for the next decade you couldn’t find a government minister to turn up and open a stretch of motorway. In that very British way of lampooning politics gone mad, the arts soon entered the fray. Tom Sharpe’s hilarious 1975 book and the accompanying TV series, Blott on the Landscape, centred around an anti-motorway protest which caricatured the ongoing battle between the landed gentry and an unholy alliance of interfering politicians and invasive road-builders. Douglas Adams’ Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy, which started in 1978 as a radio comedy, went further into the realms of the ridiculous with the planned destruction of planet earth to make way for an interspace highway. The BBC took things more seriously in 1982 with Boys from the Black Stuff, a humorous but nonetheless poignant drama series about the impact of the Thatcher era on a gang of Liverpudlian tarmac layers struggling to make ends meet.
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The Public Enquiries of the M25


By the mid seventies the government was becoming increasingly fearful of the protest lobby so they tried the salami approach with the M25, slicing up the route and therefore the public consultation process into 39 separate public enquiries to deal with all the objections raised. Divide and rule was the order of the day.


The length of the enquiries varied from a single day to one that dragged on for 97 sitting days over a 13-month period, and many of the statutory proposals had to go before Parliament. For example, Epping Forest remains protected as a public space under the Epping Forest Act of 1878 and was further declared a Site of Special Scientific Interest in 1953, so you can’t just steamroller your way through it without parliamentary assent.


As an example of the procedures involved to get approval for one salami slice, in 1974 the 13-mile (21-km) length between J14 (Heathrow) and J17 (Rickmansworth) went to public consultation with five optional routes. Some 15,000 questionnaires were distributed and over 5,000 were completed and returned. The preferred route was announced in 1976 and the proposals were advertised formally under Highways Act procedures in 1978. These attracted some 2,000 objections and a public inquiry was held between October 1979 and May 1980, during which time objectors put forward several alternative routes. The Department of Transport had to provide economic and environmental comparisons between their own proposed route and each and every proposed alternative route. The Inspector did finally find in the Department’s favour, at least as far as the basic route was concerned, and the Secretary of State for Transport accepted the decision in 1982. Construction could finally get underway on that stretch of the motorway.


No public enquiry stopped a single stretch of motorway being built, but collectively the objections changed the way the M25 and every other motorway would be built in Britain henceforth, as the inspectors required plan after plan to be amended to protect residential areas, the countryside, flora, fauna, birdlife, insect life and everything else that had not been valued previously by successive modernising governments. Diversions, deep cuttings, noise-reducing mounds of earth, soundproof fences and cosmetic screens composed of millions of trees and shrubs and hedges were just some of the time-consuming and costly measures that would have to be factored into road-building business cases for evermore. Feelings had run high throughout the consultation process, with Department of Transport officials being threatened and pursued to their homes at the end of a day’s proceedings, and the government was once more left in little doubt about the strength of public outrage when it came to building roads without due care and attention to the environment and the lives of the people who elected them in the first place.
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The Number of Lanes Required


Many M25 objectors in the seventies argued that the motorway needed to be just two lanes wide on each carriageway, claiming in the aftermath of the 1973 oil crisis that the Department of Transport’s forecast traffic figures were too high because oil shortages would inevitably lead to less traffic. The DoT’s forecasts were in fact woefully low, and deliberately so. Having paid huge sums of money to consultants to have it confirmed, they must have known that four-lane carriageways would be the minimum requirement from the start, but they also knew that the road might never get built if they pushed their luck too far too soon, so they went for three-lane carriageways as a compromise and left it to future generations of DoT officials to widen the motorway as best they could.
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1975


The Department of Transport announced that the planned orbital roads to the north (M16) and south (M25) of the capital would be subsumed into a single ring road – the London Orbital Motorway – which would be known in shorthand from that point on as the M25. Later that same year Balfour Beatty completed the first section of the newly designated M25, between J23 (South Mimms) and J24 (Potters Bar). The London Orbital was up and running.


1982


Sir Horace Cutler, leader of the Greater London Council (GLC) from 1977 to 1981, pushed hard for the M25 to be built. When the route between J16 (M40) and J17 (Maple Cross) was announced in 1982, he was perhaps surprised to learn that it was to cut through the grounds of his family home in Gerrards Cross, Buckinghamshire.




Piece by Piece


The M25 appears nowadays as a single entity but was developed in piecemeal fashion. As we have seen, different stretches had to be proposed, justified, objected to, planned, developed and built in their own right. The louder the objections, the longer the statutory process. The longer the statutory process, the later that particular stretch of road was built and opened to the travelling public. Here is the timeline of what must have looked like very random progress towards the completion of the whole:
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	Month/year

	Junctions

	Area covered






	September 1975

	J23–J24

	Bignell’s Corner (South Mimms) to Potters Bar






	February 1976

	J6–J8

	Godstone to Reigate






	February 1976

	J17–J19

	Maple Cross to Chandler’s Cross






	December 1976

	J12–J13

	Thorpe (M3) to Runnymede






	April 1977

	J1–J3

	Dartford to Swanley (M20)






	November 1979

	J5–J6

	Chevening to Godstone






	October 1980

	J11–J12

	Addlestone to Thorpe (M3)






	June 1981

	J24–J25

	Potters Bar to Waltham Cross






	August 1982

	J13–J14

	Runnymede to Poyle (Heathrow Airport)






	December 1982

	J29–J31

	Cranham to Purfleet






	April 1983

	J27–J29

	Theydon Bois (M11) to Cranham






	December 1983

	J10–J11

	Wisley to Addlestone






	January 1984

	J25–J27

	Waltham Cross to Theydon Bois (M11)






	January 1985

	J16–J17

	Denham (M40) to Maple Cross






	September 1985

	J15–J16

	Colnbrook (M4) to Denham (M40)






	October 1985

	J8–J10

	Reigate to Wisley






	December 1985

	J14–J15

	Poyle (Heathrow Airport) to Colnbrook (M4)






	February 1986

	J3–J5

	Swanley (M20) to Chevening






	October 1986

	J19–J23

	Chandler’s Cross to Bignell’s Corner (South Mimms)









A Recipe to Build Your Own M25


If you have ever wondered how difficult it is to build a ring road round a major city, why not have a go yourself by following this simple recipe:


Ingredients:


£1 billion (the EC will give you £5.8 million of this, but it won’t go very far)


11 years of your life


3.5 million tons of ‘black top’ asphalt


Over 2 million tons of concrete


33 junctions


11,000 lights


3,000 illuminated signs


234 bridges


284 miles (457 km) of crash barriers


2.1 million new trees and shrubs


39 public enquiries


Instructions:


1.   Spend 70 years talking about it with well-paid consultants


2.   Plan your route


3.   Plan a different route taking account of the several thousand objections that have been upheld by various well-meaning commissions, panels and committees


4.   Learn to live with the hatred of everyone who lives within 10 miles (16 km) of your replanned route


5.   Appoint lots of builders with experience of building motorways


6.   Blame the builders for delays, cost overruns and the inadvertent digging up of Roman artefacts and the bones of Druids


7.   Rebury the Druids


8.   Do everything the Health and Safety people tell you to do (but no more than that – it is very expensive)


9.   Get the prime minister to open the completed motorway


10. Start widening the carriageways before the traffic grinds to a complete halt.





1986


And so it came to pass, by strange coincidence and with perfect symmetry, that the final 3.8 miles (6.1 km) of the M25 were completed by Balfour Beatty between J22 (St Albans) and J23 (South Mimms), 11 years after that same company had built the first, and adjacent, 2.7 miles (4.3 km) between J23 and J24 (Potters Bar).


The complete 117-mile (188-km) ring road had cost £909 million, or £7.5 million per mile, and opened with the capacity to carry 88,000 vehicles per day, a figure that was to prove hopelessly inadequate. It would soon be taking 15 per cent of the UK’s motorway traffic on 6 per cent of its motorway network, and so was always destined to age prematurely.




The Not Very Grand Opening of the M25


In the Thatcher era road-building was crucial to the government’s plans to boost industry and generate wealth, so the prime minister herself stepped forward to do the honours for the M25, the first politician in a decade who felt proud to open a motorway.


In a low-key but carefully choreographed ceremony somewhere between J22 and J23, on the final stretch to be completed and not far from South Mimms service station, Thatcher took the opportunity to have a go at the negativity displayed by opponents of the motorway, whom she described as those who ‘carp and criticise’. She looked one reporter in the eye and asked him whether he could possibly bring himself to describe the M25 as a great engineering achievement for Britain. He subsequently did.


The Department of Transport, who produced a 58-page illustrated brochure to commemorate the opening, had left nothing to chance, right down to a practice run of the removal of a single cone by an employee of similar build to the prime minister the day before. I like to think the employee was made to do this with a handbag swinging from her left arm, which was exactly what happened at the opening ceremony. In fact, Thatcher picked up a cone in each hand and symbolically marched them off to the side of the road. The handbag didn’t budge an inch. It probably didn’t dare.


Nothing was left behind to mark the exact spot, presumably because it would have been too easy a target for any road protesters still harbouring a grudge about the road’s very construction.
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Anything for a Day Out


Apparently the people of Norfolk became quite excited when the M25 opened, with many booking up for orbital coach tours with Ambassador Travel of Great Yarmouth. The tours were sold out for months.
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1980s


Still in the days before reliable, widespread speed-enforcement devices, supercars were illegally raced round the M25 at night. These time trials were won in under an hour and therefore at average speeds of over 117 mph (188 km/h), including the time taken to stop and pay the toll charge at the Dartford Tunnel.




The M25 Three


In the early hours of 16 December 1988 three men used the M25 to move from one random crime to another, stealing five different cars as they went and committing murder, grievous bodily harm and robbery. Raphael Rowe, Michael Davis and Randolph Johnson, all known career criminals, were subsequently arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment at the Old Bailey in 1990, but their convictions were overturned ten years later, during which time they had consistently maintained their innocence. Two of them admitted to other offences at the time of their trial, but never to the crimes committed around the M25 on the night in question.


Rowe studied journalism on a correspondence course while in prison and since his release has carved out a career as an investigative journalist working for the BBC, best known for his work on Panorama and in particular for the documentary which contributed in 2008 to the overturning of Barry George’s 2001 conviction for the murder of newsreader and Crimewatch presenter Jill Dando.





1989


Flying in the face of public opinion, the Thatcher government announced its Roads for Prosperity policy, which it heralded as the biggest road-building programme since the Romans. It planned to implement 500 road schemes, some of which would combine to widen 600 miles (966 km) of existing motorways throughout Britain, including pretty much all of the M25. The inevitable protests followed and many of the schemes were subsequently abandoned in the face of public outrage, including one proposal to widen the M25 to seven lanes in each direction between J12 and J15 (although it has since crept up to six lanes in each direction between J14 and J15 in any event).


1990s


Additional lanes were added in piecemeal fashion but never proved sufficient to cope with increasingly high demand, especially on the stretch that serves Heathrow Airport and links to the M3 and M4 motorways. That stretch was one of the few that the Department of Transport had been allowed to future-proof at the building stage, so they were at least able to make use of the wide central reservation that had been put in place to cater for extra width on each carriageway.




‘With this ring road I thee wed!’


In 1991 Chris and Sue Glazier from Kent won a mystery prize in a local radio competition for couples intent on marriage. The prize was a prepaid wedding, which they were told the night before the ceremony would involve spending their wedding night travelling at 50 mph (80 km/h), with their guests being invited to come along for the ride. The couple slept fitfully, possibly dreaming of a trip on the Orient Express, but the wedding the next day at Thurrock Services was followed by a coach trip round the M25. Disappointed as they may have been, the coach had at least been fitted out with a four-poster bed, and the organisers were sufficiently discreet to drop the guests off after the first of three circuits.
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1992


Driving a Porsche 911, one driver clocked up a speed of 147 mph (237 km/h), the highest speed recorded by the police on the motorway. Needless to say, he lost his licence.


1993


By now the M25 was carrying up to 200,000 vehicles per day, more than double the traffic levels it had carried when opened just seven years earlier.
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