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I sometimes wonder if the great Victorian administrators knew what they’d started. The men (it would have been men in those days) who first laid out Britain’s railway system, and created ways of classifying the trains that ran on it. The men who met in a London pub to form the Football Association, codifying the game’s rules and establishing a league. The men, in particular, who decided that the country’s postal system needed formalising, and started putting letters and numbers at the end of our addresses.


The reason I wonder about them is nothing to do with what the administrators were trying to achieve. It’s what they accidentally achieved that fascinates me. One man’s list, you see, is another man’s challenge. The Victorians who covered Britain with a rail network also, without meaning to, set in train (I’m sorry) the process by which lots of people (again, mostly male) ended up trying to ‘spot’ every locomotive in the book. The league started by the FA has now grown to four leagues, containing 92 teams – which means that there is something called ‘The 92 Club’, a group of fans who have visited all those team’s grounds to watch matches. Whenever a new team is promoted, or an existing one moves stadium, members have to watch a game there to maintain their record.


But it’s the postcodes that have really got me thinking. A century and a half after Sir Rowland Hill first split London into ten districts, the UK now has 124 postcode areas. Wherever you live in this green and occasionally pleasant land, your home falls into one of those areas. A letter, or more probably two letters, features at the end of your address, followed by some numbers and some other letters, all of them combining to aid Sir Rowland’s successors in bringing you bank statements, birthday cards, TV licences and the other necessities of modern life. This is what the administrators were trying to achieve. What they have accidentally achieved is to provide me with the perfect method of conquering Britain. Because I have decided to collect at least one fact – one piece of historical, geographical or cultural trivia – from every one of those 124 postcode areas.


I’ve been looking for a ‘completist’ way of discovering my home country ever since finishing a Land’s End to John O’Groats trip. That was great fun, and made me see Britain in several new lights, but it was just one line across the country. The route – dictated by local bus services, that being my chosen means of transport – was just one route. In Leeds, say, I could have chosen to head north-east towards York, instead of (as I actually did) north-west towards Ilkley and the Lake District. From Glasgow I could have travelled up the west coast of Scotland rather than the east. Plus, of course, there were whole areas of Britain which, given the nature of a roughly straight line between Land’s End and John O’Groats, were never going to be on the itinerary at all. Kent, for instance – no way I’d be enjoying England’s only one-syllable county on that trip. Wales remained unsampled. As did Northern Ireland, that being not just over the water but outside Britain full stop. It isn’t outside the postcode system, though, which is a United Kingdom one. If you want to get that kingdom done, you can’t choose a more exhaustive method than its postcodes. As soon as I saw the list of those 124 areas the challenge formed in my mind: I had to do the AB to ZE of my home country.1


The project holds several attractions. Firstly, the joy of exploration inherent in any journey. Much of the research will be done on the road. Which roads, though, and which bits of the country will they lead me to? Maybe my BN (Brighton) fact will concern Beachy Head, where the worn patch of grass from which people jump to their deaths is known locally as the Launch Pad? Perhaps LL (Llandudno) will be Plas Newydd, the country seat of the Marquess of Anglesey, where you can see the wooden leg used by the 1st Marquess after his real one was blown off at the Battle of Waterloo? (‘By God, sir, I’ve lost my leg!’ he cried, to which the Duke of Wellington replied, ‘By God, sir, so you have!’) Could EH be Edinburgh itself, where the Bay City Rollers chose their name by throwing a dart at a map of the USA and hitting Bay City, Michigan? Who knows? The only certainty is that lessons lie in wait.


Talking of maps, I’m not far behind Les and the boys in an appreciation of the inspiration cartography can provide. Crossing off the postcodes as I achieve them will be another of the project’s joys. The irony occurs to me that it’s only by splitting something up that you can unify it. My way of unifying it, anyway, the way that entails learning about every part of it so you can claim ‘ownership’. Without those parts being segregated, you could learn a fact, any single fact about the UK and claim you knew the country. But once you’ve partitioned it into 124 chunks, you have to learn something about every one of them. Only then can you say you know the country – but that knowledge is so much more comprehensive.




Something else the map triggers is wordplay. All but eight of the 124 codes are double-lettered ones. I find myself wondering if B.B. King ever visited Blackburn, if the residents of Hemel Hempstead eat much HP Sauce, if people in Preston are especially keen on proportional representation, or indeed on public relations. I even realise, with childish delight, that by splitting the word ‘postcode’ into ‘PO’, ‘ST’, ‘CO’ and ‘DE’ you can reference Portsmouth, Stoke-on-Trent, Colchester and Derby. The delight is even more childish because one of those postcodes is my own. Not that I was very happy about this at first. Having moved from London to a village in Suffolk, I was disappointed to learn that my postcode began ‘CO’. Why should I be tarred with the brush of Essex? I’d never worn white stilettos in my life.


Although I’ve warmed to the neighbouring county in the ten years since, that episode was still a sign of the role postcodes play in our lives. You’d think they would have withered away as emails replaced letters, but no, a different form of technology has made them more relevant than ever: the satnav. Millions of people type postcodes into one every week. Then there’s that phrase ‘postcode lottery’, complained about whenever different councils provide different levels of service, though it always seems to me the people doing the complaining were the same people calling for more decisions to be taken at a local level in the first place. There are also the insurance implications. Residents of SE2 have campaigned for a change to the Bexley-heath code so they won’t have to pay London premiums. Conversely, an Ilford businessman wants E19 instead of IG so he can claim his business is in London.2 People in Windsor and Maidenhead, meanwhile, dislike their SL code because it comes from common-sounding Slough: they’re calling for the invention of ‘WM’ instead. Although as to most of us those letters say ‘West Midlands’ you have to conclude they haven’t really thought that one through.


Once you add in the media’s use of postcodes (for instance the story a few years ago that Tesco now had a store in every one3), you realise they’re going to be part of our national life for a long time yet. They were certainly iconic in my childhood: the only way to get in touch with your favourite TV programme, magazine or fan club was by post, so postcodes were burned into your subconscious. The times Tony Blackburn’s voice crackled across the Radio 1 airwaves, for instance, telling us to send our letters to W1A 4WW. I was particularly excited one year when the Post Office gave the BBC their own special code for the seminal ‘Shot of the Championship’ competition at the World Snooker in Sheffield: S14 7UP. For the non-snooker fans among you, 147 is the game’s highest possible break. Although given that the competition’s popularity merited its own postcode, as a non-snooker fan you would have found the early 1980s a rather lonely time.


It wasn’t always thus. For well over a century the postal authorities struggled to get people using their postcodes. That first London scheme was set up by Sir Rowland Hill in 1857. He split the capital into N, NE, E, SE, S, SW, W and NW, adding the two ‘middle’ areas of EC and WC (East and West Central). A decade later Anthony Trollope, not content with being a successful novelist (don’t you hate these industrious Victorian types?) used his position at the Post Office to get rid of NE and S, leaving London with only the eight codes, poor thing. The 1930s saw postcodes introduced in larger towns and cities across the land. Some of them entered popular lingo – for instance by the 1940s many people, Ringo Starr among them, were saying that they lived in ‘Liverpool 8’. But by and large people were too lazy to comply. Perhaps this isn’t surprising, given the campaign slogan deployed to encourage them: ‘For speed and certainty always use a postal district number on your letters and notepaper.’ Hardly ‘go to work on an egg’, is it?


Some sticks remained in the mud until the 1970s. Michael Palin’s diary for 16 February 1971 records his resentment not at the new decimal coins introduced that day, but a fear that postcodes ‘will one day replace towns with numbers – and after towns streets, and after streets . . . ?’ He also bemoans the loss of letters from phone numbers. Exchanges often had witty names, such as FREmantle (373) for Earl’s Court, because lots of Australians lived there. Well, Michael, if it’s wit you’re after, postcodes offer it in spades. Father Christmas is SAN TA1. Sheffield Wednesday are S6 1SW, while across the city their rivals United glory in S2 4SU.4 The part of HM Revenue and Customs which deals with VAT is at BX5 5AT, V being the Roman numeral for 5. Over in Cardiff, Lloyds Bank are CF99 1BH, the letters standing for ‘black horse’. Said symbol, ironically, dating from the days before addresses existed at all, never mind had postcodes in them: businesses were identified not by street numbers but by symbols outside their premises. The black horse was the symbol of the goldsmith whose firm evolved into the modern Lloyds. I’m looking forward to investigating the system’s arcane secrets. Zeroes are high rather than low, apparently (in other words they’re only used after 1 to 9 have been exhausted). To avoid confusion with numbers the final two letters in a postcode are never taken from the list CIKMOV, which sounds for all the world like an organisation in a John le Carré novel.


Beyond all this, though, what I’m really looking forward to is poking into every one of the UK’s 124 nooks and crannies, discovering the country’s past and its present, the quirks of its history and the humour of its residents. In Lincolnshire, for instance, the road sign at the turning for a couple of tiny villages says ‘To Mavis Enderby and Old Bolingbroke’, and underneath someone has written ‘. . . the gift of a son’. Where will the project take me? To Woking, the town that found fame in a Jam song as the one called Malice? Or Wokingham, home to the Transport Research Laboratory, the body which settles such issues as the maximum time you can spend waiting at a pedestrian crossing (two minutes)? Could Kilmarnock be on the agenda, the birthplace of Johnnie Walker with his square bottles (so more could be fitted into the same space) and angled labels (so the whisky’s name could be larger)?5 Perhaps the itinerary will include Merthyr Mawr in Wales, whose sand dunes were used for the location filming in Lawrence of Arabia? So many facts from our nation’s past could flit into the torch beam of my research. WHSmith was started by someone called H. W. Smith. (It was his son William Herbert who really built the business up.) When newspaper crosswords became popular in the early twentieth century staff at Dulwich library blacked out the empty squares to prevent people being distracted from the news. The BBC chose Beethoven’s Fifth as the call sign for its Second World War ‘V for Victory’ campaign because the ‘der-der-der-DER’ opening is Morse code for V. Surely it says an awful lot about Britain that in fighting a German dictator we used the work of a German composer.




And so, as Blur might put it, the story begins. I have to assemble a history of the United Kingdom containing at least one fact from each of its 124 postcode areas. It’s time to lose myself in some mail obsession.


1 Aberdeen and the Shetland Islands. The latter are ZE because until 1975 the Shetlands were known as Zetland. Did the change happen after Sean Connery voiced a marketing campaign?


2 E19 has never been used. E20 used to be reserved for Walford in East Enders. The soap now shares it with the real-life Olympic Park in Stratford.


3 The last area to hold out was HG (Harrogate).


4 More humour from those who name Sheffield’s streets: a road housing the base for a police helicopter has been christened Letsby Avenue.


5 The angle in question being 24 degrees.
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Perhaps it’s because my research starts in the run-up to Christmas, but pretty soon I come to see Britain as nothing less than one huge advent calendar. Instead of 22 windows hiding chocolates, it has 124 windows hiding trivia. If information had the same calorific value as chocolate, I would soon be incapable of leaving the house.


The image of an advent calendar coincides with my first investment of the project: a postcode map of Britain. This is obtained (as just about any map in the world can be) from Stanfords, whose presence in London’s Covent Garden gives them the postcode a friend of Evelyn Waugh’s always called ‘West Central’ because ‘WC’ had ‘indelicate associations’. The map shows each area’s geographical boundaries, and these look like 124 advent windows. The fact they’re all different shapes and sizes merely adds to their charm. The only wall space big enough for the 4 foot by 3 foot sheet is in my young son’s bedroom, but this is fine: it’s never too early to introduce children to maps. The bits of Blu-Tack round the edge don’t provide enough support, so extra anchoring comes from blobs underneath WR (Worcester) and KY (Kirkcaldy).


In one or two cases the trivia doesn’t exactly come tumbling out of the advent calendar: it’s more a case of poking around in the dark recesses, desperately hoping that something’s there. Kirkcaldy itself, for instance, yields only the fact that when St Andrews golf course was first established in 1552 it also functioned as a rabbit farm. This is moderately interesting – and a return to the policy would certainly make the Open Championship more entertaining – but it’s not grade A trivia. It does lead to the additional info that golf was banned in Scotland by James II because it distracted men from training for the wars against England – but even this isn’t the standard we’re aiming to set. There’s also stuff that is top-drawer but doesn’t relate to a particular postcode area. Like the fact that in 2012 ‘John’ fell out of the top 100 names given to boys in England and Wales. (How can this be true?) Or the fact that that defining phrase of Britishness ‘stiff upper lip’ isn’t British at all: it was first recorded in the Boston newspaper the Massachusetts Spy in 1815.


When a postcode does deliver, though, boy does it deliver. The Northampton (NN) window is positively quaking as it struggles to hold back the trivia behind it. There’s Borough Hill in Daventry, from where the BBC’s World Service (then called the Empire Service) used to be broadcast. The announcement ‘Daventry calling’ was the reason the literal pronunciation became the accepted one – before that people had said ‘Daintree’.1 There’s Corby, which although it didn’t invent the trouser press (that was done in Windsor by someone called Corby), has a crater on Mars named after it. This is in tribute to a conversation between the Apollo 11 crew and mission control, who relayed Neil and Buzz and Mike items of world news to help them feel bonded to their home planet. ‘In Corby,’ went one story, ‘an Irishman named John Coil won the World’s Porridge Eating Championship by consuming 23 bowls of instant oatmeal in ten minutes.’ Another NN representative is Margaret Bondfield, who, not content with being MP for Northampton, also became (in 1929) the first ever female member of the British Cabinet. Then there’s the yard-long lock of hair preserved in a Wellingborough church, taken from an ancient queen in the era when long hair was a status symbol (which is why the Romans, when they first invaded a country, made everyone cut theirs off as a sign of defeat) . . . the start, in Kilsby, of the A361, cherished by seasoned pub-quizzers as the longest three-digit road in Britain . . . and (sticking with the motoring theme) the country’s first ever arrest following a car chase. Sergeant Hector Macleod was our man behind the wheel in 1899, when he caught and flagged down a Benz car driven by a wanted criminal. The heady speed of 15 miles per hour was reached, though my favourite detail is the crime for which the man was wanted: selling counterfeit circus tickets.


Much of the material I unearth comes, like Macleod and his screaming tyres, from the Victorian era. Whenever you read about this period you come away with the feeling that Britain crammed more achievement, adventure and all-round derring-do into those 64 years than we’ve managed in the rest of our history put together. Yes, I know there were children up chimneys and all that, but for sheer energy the last two-thirds of the nineteenth century just can’t be beaten. It’s the inventions that always get you: there were so many of the things. The average Victorian couldn’t turn around without inventing a revolutionary new industrial process or the cure for a fatal disease. Things had been going this way for a while – take Joseph Bramah, for instance, the Yorkshireman who died a couple of decades before Victoria took the throne, though not before he’d given us the hydraulic press, the beer pump, an improved design for the toilet, a type of lock he challenged anyone to pick (the challenge went unmet for 67 years, until well after Bramah’s death, and even then it took the successful man 51 hours to do it), and a machine for printing banknotes with consecutive serial numbers. Once the new queen was in place, though, things really took off. Take Hiram Maxim. He’s most famous as the inventor of the machine gun, but he also held patents on a mousetrap, a set of hair curlers and an automatic fire-sprinkler that didn’t just douse the flames, it alerted the nearest fire station, too. One of Maxim’s other brainwaves was a steam inhaler for bronchitis sufferers called the Pipe of Peace. People criticised him for pandering to ‘quackery’. Maxim replied: ‘It will be seen that it is a very creditable thing to invent a killing machine, and nothing less than a disgrace to invent an apparatus to prevent human suffering.’


But the award for the greatest concentration of inventive talent per square yard surely goes to the Nottingham pitch that played host to a game of football in January 1891. This event, which makes a strong early claim to be my NG fact, is recorded as the first ever game to use goal nets. They were the recent creation of John Alexander Brodie, a civil engineer from Liverpool. Despite being responsible for the Mersey Tunnel and the initial planning of New Delhi, Brodie said the goal net was the invention of which he remained most proud. What I really love about the story is that it’s an example of how your assumptions can be challenged. The reason nets were needed is simple: to stop people having to run miles to retrieve the ball, right? Wrong. It was actually because there had been frequent arguments about whether the ball had passed inside or outside the post. Brodie invented the net as an easy way of settling the issue – if the ball ended up in the net it was a goal, if not it wasn’t.2 Therefore when the Everton striker Fred Geary scored for the North against the South, he became the first player ever to hit the back of the net. The reason for the ‘greatest concentration’ title, meanwhile, is that the match referee that day was Sam Widdowson – inventor of the shin-pad.


For my own postcode (CO) I’m tempted to use one of the facts I already know. We do a nice line in nursery rhymes round here – the original Humpty Dumpty was a Royalist cannon during the Civil War, shot down by Parliamentary troops from the wall protecting Colchester (‘all the King’s horses and all the King’s men, couldn’t put Humpty together again’), while the village of Lavenham gave us ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’. Jane Taylor, who lived there with her sister, wrote the words in 1806 (several years after Mozart had provided the music).3 I think about Taylor a lot these days – a couple of years ago the local council starting turning off my village’s street lights at midnight, a decision prompted by budget cuts but which has had the delightful effect of making the night sky even brighter than it was before. Gazing up at the galaxy, I always relish the mind-blowing fact that the light from any star further than 200-odd light years away (in other words, lots of them) is older than ‘Twinkle Twinkle’ itself: it left the star before Taylor wrote the words.


Despite knowing these facts, however, it really doesn’t seem in the spirit of things to use them for CO. This project is all about discovery, the joy of the new, the unencountered. What’s particularly thrilling is learning a fresh detail about a story I thought I knew. The Jack Russell terrier, for instance. I knew it was named after the man who first bred it, and I’m pretty sure I knew he was a clergyman, the Reverend John Russell of Swimbridge in Devon. What I didn’t know is why he bred them. And so we arrive at the project’s first fact:


EX (Exeter): The Jack Russell was bred with a predominantly white coat so that, unlike darker terriers, it could be easily distinguished from the fox during a hunt.


Russell bought his first terrier, Trump, from a milkman in 1819, during his last year at Oxford University. Though a man breeding his best friend to have particular physical characteristics was nothing new: the bulldog’s backward-sloping nose was engineered for bull-baiting (so it could breathe without letting go of the larger beast). This may not sit very well with twenty-first-century sensibilities, but at least we Brits only design our dogs to attack other animals. The Dobermann hails from Germany, where it was bred by the tax collector Karl Dobermann to accompany him on his rounds.


After this the facts mount up with pleasing regularity. As so often in life the best stuff comes along when you’re not actually looking for it. Watching a TV quiz show I learn that:


WV (Wolverhampton): Wolverhampton Wanderers have the longest name (22 letters) of any football team in the top four English divisions.


Reading an article about the referendum on Scottish independence, I discover that:


EH (Edinburgh): The shade of blue in the Scottish flag is slightly different from that in the Union Jack.




The Scottish Parliament voted to change it in 2003, from Pantone 280 to the marginally lighter Pantone 300.


Talking to a friend about her family’s trip on Eurostar, before which they stayed overnight in a hotel, I learn that:


ME (Rochester4): There is a village in Kent called Dunkirk.


This follows a few moments’ confusion as Catherine tries to explain which side of the Channel they were on which night. But no, it turns out that as well as the famous Dunkirk there’s also one over here. The name arose because in centuries past a Flemish person from the Continental Dunkirk came and settled there. The most delicious accidental discovery, though, comes as I’m waiting to get my hair cut. The place I use is in London (in the postcode Evelyn Waugh’s friend had such problems with), and prides itself on giving the clientele something better than old copies of Hello! to peruse. The reading matter, often of an alternative bent, is changed frequently. Today it includes The Complete Guide to Ferrets, a book whose size and attention to detail leaves not the slightest doubt as to its title’s accuracy. I’m flicking through it, thinking that yes, the book’s presence is a nicely post-modern joke but there really isn’t anything of interest to be found, when wham, along comes what has to be my first London fact:


SW (London South West): Some of the TV cables at Buckingham Palace for the 1981 wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer were installed by a ferret.




The cables had to be fed through a narrow underground duct. Conventional methods had failed, so the trusty ferret was fitted with a harness to which a very light but very strong line was attached. Then, lured by a piece of bacon, it scuttled through the duct. When it emerged at the other end engineers were able to attach the TV cables to the line and pull them through. These furry heroics push aside a long list of SW trivia, some of it from the same royal residence, such as the Queen’s trick for preventing her dresses blowing up in strong winds à la Marilyn Monroe: she has lead curtain weights sewn into the hems. Down the road at Parliament was the ancient law (it survived until 2013) which forbade ‘being an incorrigible rogue’. Further afield in SW – the only London postcode, incidentally, to straddle the Thames – there is the Balham pub where a man called John Sullivan once witnessed a guy stand up from his leaning position against the bar to get a light, then lean back without realising that in the interim the bar flap had been raised. He fell clean through the gap, and decades later when Sullivan became the writer of Only Fools and Horses the memory provided him with his most famous scene. Then there was the 1992 Men’s Singles final at Wimbledon, during which Goran Ivanišević was warned for swearing, a warning that must really have irked him because he was doing it in Croatian – the umpire only realised because TV viewers had rung in to complain.


The project, I realise after a few weeks, has energised me, made me less inclined to put things off. For instance, I live about an hour from Cambridge, visit the city quite regularly and often end up walking past the Eagle. This is the pub into which DNA pioneers James Watson and Francis Crick ran to announce to some 1953 lunchtime drinkers that they had ‘discovered the secret of life’. A plaque outside reminds you of the fact. ‘Must go in one day,’ I tell myself every time. And have I ever got round to it? Of course I haven’t. Visiting Cambridge the next time, though, I go in for a pint. It’s one of those sprawling seventeenth-century buildings with different rooms opening off each other, including one at the back known as the RAF bar because its ceiling bears graffiti from Second World War pilots. The drinkers this midweek afternoon include tourists, students and a meejah academic I recognise from the telly. Turns out his bow tie isn’t an onscreen affectation after all. I don’t learn anything new, nothing I can put down as my CB fact, but it’s genuinely moving to sit here, reflecting on what happened that day. It seems so recent, so immediate (you say that sort of thing about a gap of 60 years when you’ve reached 42). Momentous, too. There is a long and ignoble tradition of people in pubs suddenly claiming to have uncovered a fundamental truth of human existence, but for once these guys were telling the truth. Actually I do learn something new: it was Crick rather than Watson who made the announcement. There’s a quote from the latter (who was American) painted on the wall. The ‘secret of life’ boast, he says, ‘struck me as somewhat immodest, especially in England, where understatement is a way of life’.


The spirit of adventure continues on a trip to see my parents in the Midlands. In the same way I’ve always meant to pop into the Eagle, my partner Jo and I have always meant to visit Stratford-upon-Avon. It’s just far enough from my parents’ house to require a special effort. Inspired by the project, I insist that today will be the day we make that effort. My mother, God bless her, volunteers to look after our son Barney, and an hour later we’re there. Stratford certainly trades on its most famous resident: there are restaurants or cafés called the Encore, Act V, Hathaway’s, and even a curry house called Thespians. Jo and I can’t recall if Shakespeare is actually buried here. In these days of smartphones doubt never lingers for long, so having established that yes, the authorial bones really do reside in Stratford, we walk along the river to the Holy Trinity Church and take a peek. William, Anne and their daughter Susanna are here, the playwright’s stone helpfully marked out by a tasteful piece of blue cord draped round its edges. There are information boards telling you about his life. Anne, it seems, was pregnant when they got married.


Back outside we pass a young girl who has noticed a date on a gravestone. ‘Eighteen sixty-two!’ she says to her father. ‘That’s two thousand years ago!’ Further along the river is the RSC itself, where the war on procrastination continues. There’s a sign announcing guided tours of the theatre.


‘We should do that one day,’ says Jo.


‘Piffle,’ I respond, in a vague attempt at Shakespearian badinage. ‘We shall do it now.’


There are ten of us on the tour. Our guide, a tall, wiry man in his sixties, exhibits just the right mix of knowledge, enthusiasm and interestingly shaped ears. By the end of the hour-long tour he will even have rescued the two pre-teen sisters from early resentment at their parents’ choice of Sunday lunchtime activity. We’re shown all over the building, seeing how a hundred million pounds was spent a few years ago in updating the 1930s structure. Our guide pulls back some black curtains in the passageway outside the auditorium to reveal cubicles containing mirrors and tables. ‘Sometimes when actors need a quick change,’ he says, ‘there isn’t time for them to get back to the dressing rooms upstairs, so they use side exits from the stage and meet their dresser here.’ To speed things up costumes are often held together with magnets instead of zips. On one occasion a wire coat-hanger accidentally got magnetised, and an actor had to perform a whole scene with it stuck behind his head.




It’s hard not to suspect, as Guide leads us enthusiastically around, that he wanted to tread the boards himself. He certainly knows the plays well enough, often including quotes from them in answers to our questions. And he’s an engaging performer: his Laurence Olivier impression is highly entertaining, no less so for sounding nothing at all like Laurence Olivier. But the real reason I love him is that he continually peppers the tour with Shakespearian trivia. This, it dawns on me, is the solution to a problem: my CV research hasn’t been going very well. Coventry, you see (and I’m allowed to say this, having gone to school there), is a fairly uninspiring place. Even ‘Ghost Town’ by local band the Specials, supposedly about their home city, was actually written in reference to the 1981 riots in Bristol and London. There’s ‘sent to Coventry’, of course, but no one seems to know where that comes from.5 In desperation I even Googled the words on a manhole cover in my local Suffolk town: ‘Savage Nuneaton’. Peter Savage Limited, I learn from their website, ‘has the UK’s largest range of manhole covers, access covers and gully gratings’. Oh well. The words remain in my imagination as how Noël Coward would have met an enquiry about the town. ‘Nuneaton? Very savage, Nuneaton.’


Today, though, solutions to the CV problem are flung at me like so many arrows of outrageous (good) fortune. Not every one is particular to this postcode: all theatres in Shakespeare’s time, for instance, used sheep’s blood for their fight scenes.6 There’s only one Shakespeare play whose title contains the name of a country: Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. Nowhere in the original stage directions for the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet will you find any mention of a balcony. (This could have saved one actress a lot of trouble in a 2003 production in Malvern: she fell off it.) But as we stand in the glass-panelled room overlooking the stage from which sound and lighting is controlled, Guide finally does us proud with a venue-centric fact:


CV (Coventry): The sound effect of cannons for a 1963 performance at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre in Stratford was a recording of cast members exploding inflated crisp packets.


Heading back home, I realise that it’s time to plan my first proper research trip. Somewhere not too far away – let’s leave the lengthy Celtic jaunts as a treat for later. A pair of compasses are applied to the map, and the perfect candidate soon presents itself. It’s somewhere I’ve always wanted to go, on account of it being a legendary British institution, an icon that in its relatively short lifespan (it wasn’t even built when Watson and Crick discovered DNA) has entered the nation’s very consciousness. Indeed it has come to define the nation, or at least a particular divide within it. It has even – the ultimate compliment in modern Britain – become rhyming slang, though for something it probably doesn’t like being rhyming slang for. It lies in the NN postcode: the land of Victorian cop car chases beckons.


The trip is arranged for a fortnight hence. Before that, however, I have an appointment in London.


If you head north from Farringdon Tube station along Farringdon Road, you soon become aware that the ground is sloping noticeably uphill. This is only to be expected, as you are heading away from the Thames. Indeed underneath you is the now buried Fleet, one of London’s subterranean rivers that feed their more famous cousin. The climb gets particularly steep as you head past the Guardian’s old offices, but levels out as you reach the busy junction with Rosebery Avenue. And there, on the far side of that junction, is an enormous building whose name reminds you, should your legs not be doing the job already, that you’ve reached the top of a hill. You are now looking at Mount Pleasant.


‘The Mount’, as it’s known to its thousands of employees, is London’s main postal sorting office. The picturesque name was chosen in 1879 when the Post Office took over the site that had previously housed Coldbath Fields Prison, renowned for a grim regime which forbade inmates from speaking and made them spend hours on the treadmill. As I approach on a chilly but bright December morning the sorting office looks massive, all the more so because of its elevated position. Turning left, I walk along the frontage facing on to Mount Pleasant itself, a small side street sloping down from the summit at the main crossroads. A group of sorting staff stand outside the main entrance, smoking and comparing National Lottery tactics. Further down the hill a huge basement area becomes visible, and I stop to peer through the windows at row after row of neatly parked six-foot-tall wire cages. Some are empty, some contain large plastic mailbags, themselves empty. There is no one to be seen. Clearly this area operates during the early morning, and today’s work is already over. Oh – not quite: as I watch a woman appears, wearily dragging two full sacks from one side of the space to the other. It takes her the best part of a minute, a living portrait entitled ‘Last Job of the Day’.


The street slopes down still further, away from the traffic rumbling past on Rosebery Avenue up above, until you reach the end of the building. Past that is a large patch of waste ground, some of it used as a car park, but with nothing to block your view all the way to the Channel 4 News building and its neighbours on Gray’s Inn Road. This is on the same level as Rosebery Avenue, so that standing here you’re in a dip. I love it when a great city does this, presents you with a quiet corner, a secret space hidden away from the bustle and noise. It makes anything you find there all the more special. And so it is today. Because turning right into Phoenix Place, I discover, halfway along the back of the Royal Mail building, the BPMA – the British Postal Museum and Archive.


This collection is housed in a large, modern room, and consists mostly of books. It also has some Perspex cabinets containing temporary exhibits. One of the current displays relates to postal security. There’s a rather fetching tweed hat which, the label explains, disguises a hard inner casing – the garment was worn by members of the Post Office Investigation Department. Next to it lies one of their logbooks from 1965, recording various dastardly deeds. One offence crops up more than any other: ‘letters of an obscene character’. What counted as obscene then? The Sixties were halfway gone – surely even the Post Office had started to swing by then? As I’m pondering the question some footsteps gently disturb the hush of the room (there’s only one person working here today, an elderly chap seated at the table in the middle of the room studying old leather-bound business directories). Turning round, I’m confronted by the man I’ve come to meet: the BPMA’s communications manager, Harry Huskisson.


In his mid-twenties, with a trim, dark beard and fashionably unkempt hair, Harry is proof made flesh of something that the project’s early research has already hinted at: everyone loves the post. It’s not a dusty old segment of social history, it’s a vibrant part of our country and its tale. We all thrill to the thud on the doormat, love stories about what thudded on to other people’s doormats in centuries gone by. Even now that email has taken over, Postie still has a role to play. Talking about my university days to someone who was born after those days had ended, I described the joy of peering into your padlocked pigeonhole and finding a letter or postcard from back home. ‘Of course you never got that,’ I said. ‘No, I did,’ came her reply. ‘In my case it was the latest DVD from LoveFilm, but still, it’s important. If all your communication was electronic, how sad would that be?’


Harry hasn’t been in his job for long, having moved from communications work in the City. ‘This is so much more fun,’ he says. ‘After trying to make a bank’s quarterly results sound interesting, the stuff I’ve got to work with here is a dream.’


As instant evidence, we start by talking dirty. I ask Harry what counted as obscene in 1965.


He peers at the logbook. ‘I’ll have to look into that. Of course it changes in different eras. You know when Ulysses was first published we used to intercept copies sent by post? There was a special rate for sending books, but you had to leave the title showing. Ulysses was classed as obscene.’7


To avoid disturbing the chap at work, Harry and I retire for our discussion to a coffee bar round the corner in Exmouth Market. Within minutes it’s clear that this aspect of the project will take more than a single visit to the archives: before the barista has even applied the cocoa to my cappuccino Harry has mentioned the M in RMS Titanic (even though she was primarily for passengers, the liner’s letter and parcel work made her a Royal Mail Ship), the old rule that you could post a dead animal unwrapped ‘as long as it didn’t leak’, and Tony Benn’s efforts to take the Queen’s head off our stamps.8 So Harry and I decide that, to introduce some discipline over the caffeine, we’ll start with the stuff relating to the project’s very raison d’être: postcodes themselves.


‘They were needed,’ he explains, ‘because London was growing so massively during the nineteenth century. The huge increase in population meant a huge increase in the number of letters. And people weren’t very good at addressing them properly. Though even if they had been, you still had the problem that lots of streets in London had the same names. A committee was set up in the 1850s to look at renaming them, but that idea got vetoed by wealthy families – lots of them lived on streets named after their ancestors.’


So instead Sir Rowland Hill formed his ten districts, occupying a circle with a radius of 12 miles centred on the main post office near St Paul’s Cathedral. (The building is still the world headquarters of the GPO’s successor British Telecom – a statue of Sir Rowland stands outside it.) Then, as we’ve seen, in 1866 Anthony Trollope merged NE with E. Decades later the two letters would reappear, blinking in the light after tunnelling their way to Newcastle, though there was just time in their brief London existence for them to feature on road signs in Hackney (you can still see one on Victoria Park Road). In 1868 Trollope repeated his abolition trick, splitting the ‘S’ territory between SW and SE. This victim would also head north, eventually finding a home in Sheffield. Only four other non-London areas can boast a single-letter code: Birmingham, Glasgow, Liverpool and Manchester.




‘We have to point out that Trollope didn’t just get rid of things,’ says Harry. ‘It’s because of him that Britain has post-boxes. He saw them on his travels in France and Belgium, and decided to bring the idea back here.’ They were around even before postcodes, the first three cast-iron ones trialled on Jersey in 1852. ‘Obviously the idea was a success, and they were installed all round the country. At first they were coloured green to fit in with the countryside. The trouble was they fitted in too well – people couldn’t find them. So the Post Office painted them all red.’ The colour question leads us to telephone boxes, also the responsibility of the GPO. Harry and I trade facts. Mine is that early phone boxes were made tall enough for a man wearing a top hat to use them, Harry’s is that after a while they all had to be made with sloping floors because people were using them as urinals.


Basic postcode systems gradually spread to other cities, but it was another century before things really got going. Technology was the driving force: machines were coming into existence which could automatically sort huge numbers of letters. (At first this was achieved by the machine ‘reading’ blue phosphor dots printed on to the envelope. These days it’s done by barcode.) But the machines required codes more sophisticated than just points of the compass and the odd number. A 1959 experiment with six-digit codes in Norwich failed because not enough people used them. In 1966, however, the Post Office got it right. Starting in Croydon, they introduced the system that survives, with a few modifications, to this day.


‘A nice little quirk,’ adds Harry, ‘is that within a postcode area the districts work alphabetically, not geographically. The number “1” is always the main sorting office, but after that it goes by letter. So in East London, for instance, you’d think E2 would be next to E3, then E4 and so on. Well, as it happens E2 is Bethnal Green and E3 is Bow, but that’s only because the alphabet goes like that. For E4 you jump way out to Chingford in Essex. Walthamstow is E17 because it’s near the end of the alphabet.’ So the band named after their home turf may have come from the big bad city, but numerically they ranked well down the list. Sorry lads.


As so often, something invented so mankind could master a situation has ended up becoming mankind’s master. Some postcodes, for instance, cross national boundaries, which has led to people in Wales and Scotland getting the wrong channels when they sign up with Sky. Many drivers are now incapable of finding a destination unless they have that all-important postcode typed into their satnav. So commonplace is the habit that devious marketing types at a North London shopping centre ask visitors to the Christmas grotto for their postcode on the pretext that Santa has a satnav (lots of junk mail coming their way in January).9 But the worst type of postcode-enslavement occurs in insurance. Many people have been unable to obtain house cover because, as far as the insurance company is concerned, their newly built house doesn’t exist. That is, it doesn’t yet have a postcode. And these days, if you’re a house and your name’s not on the list of postcodes, you’re not coming in. The list stands at 1.7 million and counting, with 2,750 new codes added every month. (Around 2,500 are, to use the Royal Mail’s rather dramatic term, ‘terminated’ each month.) But it’s not enough for the Royal Mail simply to assign a new property its postcode – the insurance companies’ computers have to take that information on board. Computers being what they are, these can be two very different things.




There are other more entertaining ways in which postcodes worm their way into our daily lives. Perhaps it’s because I work with words for a living, and perhaps it’s also because I’m one of those people who like categorising and classifying (I believe the technical term is a ‘man’), but my postcodes have always acted as minor playthings. The first one I had on moving to London ended ‘0BE’. The zero, of course, looked like an ‘O’, so it seemed a very grand address. Later, when I lived in Marylebone, my postcode began ‘W1N’. The number-for-letter swap happened again, and even if nothing else was going right my post would guarantee a ‘winning’ start to the day. Then the Royal Mail changed all the codes in the area. ‘W1N’ was replaced by ‘W1G’. It seemed a very cruel joke.


It was while living in that flat that I wrote my first novel. Showing an early aptitude for the principle that the last thing you want to do when you’re writing a book is write a book, I decided that working at home wasn’t on: I needed an ‘office’ to give the enterprise an air of discipline. Walking there would also get the endorphins, and so the inspiration, flowing. The chosen venue was the café in the Piccadilly branch of Waterstone’s. As my flat was only a few yards south of the Marylebone Road, which is the boundary between W1 and NW1, and Piccadilly is the start of SW1, my walk comprised the entire length (or rather height) of a postcode. These days, out in Suffolk, my code ends ‘NZ’, and whenever giving my address to people over the phone I finish with ‘. . . for New Zealand’. As witness for the ‘It’s Not Just Me’ defence, my friend Andrew also toys with his postcodes. His current one ends ‘5EA’, which always makes him think of the sea, while as a child his last three characters were ‘2RT’. ‘That’s the thing about you,’ someone once told him, ‘you’re too arty.’


But Harry’s field of responsibility stretches much further back than the century and a half since postcodes first reared their heads. You could say it goes all the way back to 27 BC, when the Emperor Augustus Caesar first set up a postal system to get messages across the Roman Empire.


‘They used messengers on horseback,’ explains Harry. ‘Of course the messengers needed to rest once in a while, and outside the resting places there were posts for them to tie their horses to. That’s where we get the word “post”.’


I’m beginning to like Harry. He’s the sort of person who provides the best sort of answers: the ones that make you wonder why you never stopped to ask the question in the first place. We get on to the Post Office’s strange rules. ‘There used to be all sorts of them,’ he says. ‘Like the one giving you a reduced rate if you posted an envelope unsealed. That was because of the Printed Paper Rate, introduced in 1892 to allow newspapers, pamphlets and circulars to be posted for only half a penny. But you had to leave the envelope open so checkers could make sure you weren’t sending anything else.’ Although this rate was abolished in 1969, some people still send their envelopes unsealed. ‘We wish they wouldn’t – they can mess up the sorting machines. I have heard of people leaving the envelope open so postal workers can see there’s nothing worth stealing in there. A bit like leaving your glove box open so car thieves can see it’s empty.’10


Another quaint tradition was the human letter: you could pay the Post Office to post you to an address. On 23 February 1909 two suffragettes used this service to gain attention for their cause. Presenting themselves at the East Strand post office, they paid the requisite 3d and asked that their telegraph messenger boy, one A. S. Palmer, deliver them to 10 Downing Street, where they wished to speak with Mr Asquith, the Prime Minister. Palmer duly did as ordered. There’s a photograph in the archive of him standing outside the famous front door, presenting some sort of form to Asquith’s butler. The two suffragettes, Miss Solomon and Miss McLellan, are facing away from the camera, so I can’t vouch for how they looked, but if the bonnets are anything to go by I certainly wouldn’t have argued with them. The butler was having none of it, though. As Palmer reported to his bosses: ‘I took the Ladies to Mr Asquith’s house but the police would not let them go in. I went in but the butler would not sign the form because he did not have the letters to sign for, because the ladies themselves said they were the letters. And Mr Asquith refused to see them.’ I like this. Other countries have revolutions. We have the Prime Minister’s butler debating whether a woman is or is not a letter.


Our coffee cups long since drained, Harry and I agree that unless we’re going to spend the whole of Christmas and New Year in this café we should probably leave any further discussions for another day. He has, anyway, further research to do on topics we’ve touched on. For example, he’s going to get me a look at a particular postage stamp from the 1970s, unissued because the event for which it was designed never came to pass. (It’s incredible that anyone ever thought it might – this is why I’m so keen to see the stamp.) For now we go our separate ways, Harry to his office, me to the archive room. Here, within minutes, I’m lost in books like The Humour of the Post Office by Albert Montefiore Hyamson (1909) and The Royal Mail, Its Curiosities and Romance (J. W. Hyde, 3rd edition, 1889). They’re absolute gems. I learn about the tradition of ‘puzzle addresses’, deliberately cryptic ones designed to test the ingenuity of the Post Office. Instead of just throwing the envelopes away, or returning them with an instruction for the sender to get a life, the Post Office rose to the challenge, establishing a staff of experts whose job it was to solve the puzzles. One envelope had, where the name of the town should go, a drawing of a swan followed by the letter ‘C’ (Swansea). Another was addressed simply ‘25th March, Clifton’ – it was successfully delivered to Lady Day of Clifton. Meanwhile the experts worked out that ‘that beautiful city, which charms even eyes familiar with the masterpieces of Bramante and Palladio, and which the genius of Anstey and Smollett, of Frances Burney and of Jane Austen, has made classic ground’ was Bath. One envelope was addressed: ‘To the gentleman who looked at a house near Cleobury Mortimer a little time ago, Bilston, Staffordshire.’ It got there. Other wags wrote their letters in tiny handwriting on the back of a stamp and mailed it. Here the Post Office’s patience did snap: they introduced a minimum as well as a maximum size for a letter.


The Post Office also did us the favour of keeping a file of letters sent to Father Christmas. One read:


Dear Santa,


When I said my prayers last night, I told God to tell you to bring me a hobby-horse. I don’t want a hobby-horse, really. A honestly live horse is what I want. Mamma told me not to ask for him, because I would probably make you mad, so you wouldn’t give me anything at all, and if I got him I wouldn’t have any place to keep him. A man I know will keep him, he says, if you get him for me. I thought you would like to know. Please don’t be mad.


Affectionately,
John


PS – a Shetland would be enough


PS – I’d rather have a hobby-horse than nothing at all




The book that most touches my heart, though, is Thoughts of a Postman by the unlikely sounding Manly Ritch. A collection of poems, it was published in 1923 by (and here’s our first clue to the poems’ quality) Manly Ritch. He trod the rounds in Greenwich, Connecticut (the BPMA don’t limit themselves to British postal history). There’s no record of how many publishers turned him down, but eventually Rich presented himself at the Ferris Printing Company in New York City and paid to have the job done himself. A picture of the author precedes the title page, his grey single-breasted uniform neatly buttoned, his peaked cap perfectly centred, his tidy moustache allowed to reach the ends of his top lip but not a millimetre further. I’d guess that at this point he was in his late forties, maybe early fifties. The air of duty emanating from the photo is matched in the single stanza underneath, which ends ‘so unless health should fail, I’ll deliver the mail, Till “the Grim Reaper” calls’.


Hands up: I start reading the poems because they’re terrible. So terrible they’re brilliant. The first one, ‘Prelude’, includes the lines:


Now I don’t call my book ‘Poems’ –


I wouldn’t be so vain –


If it’s poetry you’ll know it;


If not it will remain


The thoughts of a rhyming postman


Who works hard ev’ry day.


‘The Call of the Farm’ is, in its entirety: ‘O, I want to go back/Up a little old track/To a farmhouse I know of in Maine/Tis not much to see/But it means Home to me/And I long to be back there again.’ Surely here we’ve discovered America’s answer to William Topaz McGonagall?11 Manly treats us to his thoughts on the plan to introduce Daylight Saving Time: ‘Now don’t you think we should agree/And stand by the majority?/ This thing will not be settled until it’s settled right./If you’re a law-abidin’ man/You’ll scrap the “daylight savin’” plan . . .’ The titles alone give a clue to his mindset: ‘Incapacitated’ . . . ‘Hope for the Best But Prepare for the Worst’ . . . ‘The Bible – Have You Seen It Lately?’ . . . ‘The Postman’s Trusty Ford’ . . .


But then you notice the poem called ‘To My Wife’. It ends: ‘And she is just as much my wife today/As e’er before. Why, “she is just away!”/I feel that she has gone to my new home/To have things ready for me when I come.’ Your hunch is confirmed when you find the poem ‘In Memoriam: Mary Moody Ritch’. It relates the history of the couple’s relationship, from their first meetings onwards: ‘Until you spoke those precious words/That night I bent above you/Twas like the singing of the birds/I heard you say “I love you”.’


‘OK’, you’re saying, ‘we feel sorry for the guy in his bereavement – but that doesn’t mean his poems aren’t terrible.’ Maybe not. But it isn’t just sympathy that’s changing my mind about Manly. It’s his poem ‘My Work’. Not only does he set himself the extra challenge of making the first letters of each line spell out ‘MANLY RITCH POET’, he also finishes with:


Putting aside all thoughts of pleasure or
Of rest, I’ll work away until I’m dead;
Each little rhyme of mine may then be read;
That is my hope. Is it worth striving for?




Well, Manly, the answer seems to be yes. I’m sitting here 90 years later, doing exactly that. And OK, perhaps I’m enjoying your poems for reasons you wouldn’t be entirely chuffed about. The only reason I found them at all is that you were a postman and this is a postal archive. But that’s not the point. Poems, like letters, are more than mere words on paper: they’re two humans connecting. You’ve connected with me, someone who was born (surely?) after you died, thousands of miles away on a different continent. It’s the power the written word has to touch someone a long way away. And that’s what not just your poetry but your job was all about.


It comes to pass, then, that the first proper field trip takes place a couple of weeks before Christmas. Packing an overnight bag, I set off for a British institution, a place that – in one sense, though not the geographical one – lies at the nation’s very centre.


From my Suffolk village I drive north towards Bury St Edmunds, where I join the A14 and head west. Passing Newmarket I remember the other night in the pub, when my friend Martin, who like me occasionally sets the questions for the weekly quiz, reported a great piece of trivia: Newmarket is the only racecourse in Britain to span two counties. Bingo, I thought – that’s CB (Cambridge) sorted. Cruel disappointment, however, lay in store. It turns out there are two separate courses at Newmarket, one in Suffolk, the other in Cambridgeshire. Neither spans the boundary. Not good enough: CB remains a vacancy. Further down the A14 is the signpost for the village which has surely the most English place name there could possibly be: Titchmarsh.


By now we’re in the destination county (Northamptonshire), and also the destination postcode: NN. Turning on to the A43 I head towards the county town itself, but resist the delights of Northampton and skirt its ring road to find the thundering, roaring beast that is the M1. Within moments my northward momentum has taken me past junction 16. Shortly thereafter, and just before I would have reached junction 17, I see, through the misty, almost drizzly greyness of this Wednesday afternoon, the sign that I’ve been waiting for. Most people see this place as a break in their journey. For me, today, it is journey’s end. This is Watford Gap service station.


Motorway services have always fascinated me. It’s the ‘cocoon’ element that makes them so compelling, the fact you’re trapped there, suspended in an artificial bubble for as long as you pause your journey. A service station is a cross between a desert island and the Big Brother house, though thankfully filled with ordinary people rather than transsexuals yearning to be pop stars. All these people spend a short time together, normal individuals in an extraordinary environment, a bit like Tom Hanks stuck in an airport in The Terminal. A service station, in other words, is that most exciting of things: a human zoo.


Watford Gap isn’t just any service station – it’s the original service station, the first one on Britain’s first motorway.12 Watford Gap opened on the same day as the M1 itself, 2 November 1959. For two thousand years people have been coming this way, the word ‘Gap’ referring to the natural break in the line of hills here that provides an easy routing option for all kinds of transport. The Romans put Watling Street through it (these days it’s called the A5), while the Grand Union Canal and the West Coast Mainline railway both snake nearby as well, all of them lying like cables tied together at a rock concert. The Watford in question is a tiny village a few hundred yards away, rather than the town in Hertfordshire.


The services may have opened on 2 November, but the buildings housing the restaurants weren’t quite ready (welcome to Britain, folks). So for the first few weeks food was sold from disused sheds left over from the site’s previous incarnation as a farm. When the proper facilities did open they boasted hostesses to welcome you and waitresses to serve you at your table. Motorists, however, proved reluctant to stump up the associated prices, so out went the staff and in came the self-service trays. Nevertheless, just as the M1 revolutionised travel, Watford Gap revolutionised the breaks you took from that travel. When the Sixties kicked in, its stars dropped in. The Beatles, the Stones, Cliff Richard, the Hollies, Dusty Springfield, Gerry and the Pacemakers and a host of others rested up at the service station between gigs. Eric Clapton remembers his band the Yardbirds being a bunch of lads who wanted nothing more than to ‘get in a van and go up the M1’.


But the glamour eventually faded. By 1977 Roy Harper was writing a song called ‘Watford Gap’, including the line ‘Watford Gap, Watford Gap, grease on the plates, it’s a load of crap’.13 These days service stations are seen as necessary evils at best, naff and depressing at worst. When the media run stories on the M6’s Tebay Services becoming a holiday destination in their own right, they do so in mocking tones. Tebay has a caravan park, a duck pond, a butcher and easy walking access to the Lake District. Interviewed by the Daily Mail, 73-year-old Doris Short commented that she sometimes walks to the southbound side for a coffee: ‘That’s a nice outing.’ The fictional character who spent an entire series living in a service station hotel could only have been Alan Partridge. As part of the research Steve Coogan, his producer Armando Iannucci and writer Patrick Marber went to stay in just such a hotel for 24 hours. They found themselves unable to last the distance. ‘It was coming up to Valentine’s Day,’ recalled Iannucci, ‘and they had a poster up extolling their “romantic package” that said something like “£50 gets you a candlelit dinner for two, with complimentary half-bottle of champagne – not to be taken into the main bar area”.’ Although this broke their resolve, the experience did make them realise ‘there was some depth to this situation – a kind of social X-ray of male middle-aged Middle England – that we could explore’.


That’s exactly why I’m here. I’ve chosen Watford Gap as my service station not merely because it’s the most famous one, nor because (inexplicably) I’ve never been here before, but because it’s the very middle of Middle England, the point accepted as Checkpoint Charlie for the North/South divide. Indeed one of the first things I see is a spoof sign the authorities have recently erected, its arrows pointing in opposite directions to ‘The North’ and ‘The South’. The second thing I see is the Days Inn hotel, a modest two-storey building that tonight I call home. I only see it, though, by peering across six lanes of traffic and a central reservation: it’s on the southbound side of the services. There’s always one thing you forget to check, isn’t there?


No real bother – a slip road and a B-road deliver me to the other side in seconds. Soon I’m checking into the hotel, whose reception hatch is staffed by a friendly local girl, her accent pleasingly similar to the East Midlands one that elongates ‘o’ sounds so beautifully. She asks if I’d like to buy a voucher that gives £10 worth of food at the restaurant next door for £7.50. Seeing as for the next few hours I’m something of a captive audience foodwise, it seems silly not to. In fact I buy two, one for dinner, one for breakfast. She fills out the vouchers by hand and hands them over with my key. The ground-floor room is large and basic, with a sign in the bathroom warning guests that ‘the towel rail will become hot when switched on’, which is reassuring. The room’s on the side of the building facing away from the motorway. From in here the traffic sounds like an ocean wave that never quite breaks against the shore.


Back outside for my first proper recce. Watford Gap is not a large service station. Each side has one main building and a BP Connect petrol station (plus, on this side, the hotel). Joining the sides is a footbridge, which unlike at more modern services is open to the elements rather than enclosed. You approach it at either end via one of those long sloping ramps that makes you turn back on yourself halfway up. Always frustrating but, given the number of times I’ll be crossing it, probably the kinder option for my knee joints. Entering the main building I give a wide berth to the sales team holding cardboard bags full of make-up, and take my retail bearings. Straight ahead is Costa, to the right is WHSmith, to the left a restaurant called Restbite. Getting a tea from the first of these, I sit down. The small man at the next table is on his mobile phone. He has cropped hair and an Ulster accent. ‘Right . . . Yeah . . . yeah . . . right . . . OK, thanks.’ He ends the call, then immediately makes another. ‘Chris? That shop closes at four thirty, right? Not four twenty-five . . . I know you’re out of that shop . . . Four thirty, right? . . . I don’t care. Put your watch back five minutes. That way you’ll get it right. Right?’ He hangs up without a goodbye. Chris, you sense, has got the message. I know I would have done.


Piled outside WHSmith is a large stack of next year’s diaries, on offer at £1.99. Elsewhere in the building, I find, are Fone Bitz (accessories of all kinds), vending machines offering cheap plastic toys, a row of coin-operated massage chairs and the Jackpot 500 room full of fruit machines. The last one reminds me of Jack Dee’s comment on seeing a driving game at a service station (‘Why not just carry on driving and throw 50p out of the window every minute?’), while the experience as a whole affirms the creed that seizes anyone entering a motorway service area: ‘I spend, therefore I am.’14


I cross the bridge to the northbound side. The darkness is almost total now, and as the cars howl past below their headlights pick out a drizzle so light I hadn’t felt it. The entrance is guarded by another make-up team. After deploying more eye-avoidance skills, I loiter nearby and observe them at work. They’re more skilful than their colleagues over the road, and a couple of them, a man and woman in their late twenties, are a decade older than the rest. Clearly in charge, they might also, judging by the body language, be an item-in-the-making. The team’s real stroke of genius is their opening line. Not ‘excuse me, would you be interested . . .’ or ‘could you spare a moment . . .’, but: ‘Did you get one?’ The implication is that somehow there’s been an error, that you’ve missed out on something. People are arrested by the sentence, stand there in confusion for a second or two, and this gives the seller their ‘in’.


There’s clearly been a party in McDonald’s recently: five brightly coloured helium balloons are trapped in the roof girders, their ribbons wafting helplessly. Nearby is this side’s Christmas tree, taller at ten feet than the southbound’s, though both are artificial. Outside it’s getting foggier, which adds to the ‘trapped in a cocoon’ feeling. This in turn heightens the surreal nature of everything. The nagging little imperfections you get throughout modern British life become, in this setting, positively sinister. Outside WHSmith is a display of cheap slippers in the shape of pandas, frogs, rabbits and the like – it’s labelled ‘AMINAL FOOTWARMERS’. The sign isn’t a hastily scribbled one, either: it’s printed and laminated, meaning none of the people involved in its production noticed the mistake. (Just as no one responsible for the wall-mounted Perspex sign in my hotel noticed the line: ‘No not re-entre the building’.) Outside the female toilets a notice proclaims: ‘Male cleaner on duty – thanks’. What’s he thanking them for? You dread to think. Meanwhile the condom machine in the gents sells something called ‘Sexual Performance Supplements’. They’re available in 500mg capsules and contain, the machine boasts, ‘herbal extracts, amino acids and caffeine which may improve your sexual performance’. I like the ‘may’: you can always spot a lawyer’s touch. One brand is called ‘Male Angel’. Another is ‘Menhancer’.


The surreality continues back outside. A flash high-performance sports car bears the private registration plate ‘THE 515’. I hang around waiting for a gown-clad Oxford don to return but no one appears.15
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