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  This book is dedicated to the remarkable, ingenious, industrious, hilarious, but most of all wonderfully loyal and loving listeners of Six Music without whom it would never

  have survived.




  
 





  INTRODUCTION




  As you flip absentmindedly through this tome in the bookshop, fish fingers slowly defrosting in the shopping bag betwixt your ankles, you may well be asking the question:

  ‘What the f**k is this “Toast the Nation”? What does it all mean? And why did I buy fish fingers? What am I, twelve?’




  Well, I can’t help you with the penultimate question (except to say you are not alone: fish fingers are proper delicious!) but I can with the other two. Toast the Nation (or TTN) was a

  feature on my BBC 6 Music radio show for a long time, and its premise was very simple. Each day we invited a listener to our bijou but perfectly formed national breakfast show to extol the virtues

  of their town/city/village/hamlet by hitting us with some little-known/uncorroborated facts about the area, some musical heritage (we are the nation’s premier alt-music station after

  all) and, to finish, a song that would be in some way – HOWEVER TENUOUSLY – linked to said place.




  A simple premise, therefore, but one that gripped the national imagination so tightly by the windpipe that the British Isles went blue for a bit and nearly passed out. Why people loved it so, we

  can only speculate. Our hunch, after much cogitation, is that people love taking the piss, and getting their favourite song played on the radio.




  The quintessential Nation Toaster managed to uniquely combine a sense of civic pride with an unstinting eye for the pathetic and absurd minutiae of parochial life. Every Toaster had come to

  accept the surroundings they, sometimes begrudgingly, called home, often much like a partner would accept their husband or wife in a harmonious but unfulfilling marriage.




  The result is a whirligig of wondrous facts about some of the most insalubrious places in the British Isles. Who knew for instance that what’s known as the Magic Roundabout in Swindon is

  the seventh most feared road junction in Britain? Or that Weymouth has the largest seagulls in the world – so big they’ve been known to swoop down and snatch small children? I know what

  you’re thinking – how could I have lived without such information?




  These are examples of exactly what is to be found within this volume. And let this serve as a warning: if you require a book to change your view of the world forever and provide a new

  philosophical prism through which to view your place in the universe, pop this down and have a go at that Albert Camus novel you’ve always wanted to get round to finishing. On the other hand,

  if you can’t really be arsed with Camus, but would be fascinated to discover that Northampton has the world’s first and only lift-testing facility, READ ON!
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  READING




  Many a folk tale invokes the theme of the innocent knave who goes to the big city only to be seduced and ultimately corrupted by its nefarious charms. The story of my early

  life is no different. For me, the big city in question was, well actually not technically a city, it was Reading. That was where I TORE IT UP! OFF THE LEASH AND ON THE RAMPAGE FOR THE FIRST

  TIME AS A REAL LIVE ADULT! OK, it’s not New York or Rio, but for me it held as much dangerous lure and promise as Tony Montana’s Miami in Scarface.




  Unlike Tony I never saw a fellow drug dealer’s arm get sawn off. Nor did I ever snort from a kilo of cocaine whilst blasting the windows of my studio flat out with an M16. No. But I

  did get bladdered fortnightly in the excellent indie club After Dark. I also had many an excellent chicken korai in the Khukuri on London Street. I never killed a man but I did once see

  quite a bad fist fight in a kebab queue near the Purple Turtle. I admit this is not necessarily the stuff of a Hollywood blockbuster starring Al Pacino, but these are the memories that first spring

  to mind when discussing the great Berkshire conurbation of Reading.




  Our two Reading Toasters, Emma and Duncan, give us a great breadth of top factage, from the obvious (the Winslet link), to the obscure (who knew Dickens was almost a local MP!), But my favourite

  fact about the place (not mentioned by Emma or Duncan) is that there is a division of OTIS lifts that operates in the town, which means that when the employees answer the telephone they are

  required to announce, ‘Hello, Otis Reading.’ Which appeals very much to my sense of humour. Or lack thereof.




  TOASTERS: EMMA WALSH DUNCAN ATKINSON
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  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] Reading is famous (at least locally) for the three Bs:
 

  Beer: Simonds Brewery began here in 1785 and was

  eventually taken over by Courage.
 

  Bulbs: Suttons Seeds was founded in Reading in 1806 and remained in Reading till 1976 (then relocated to Devon).




  

    

      Biscuits: The Huntley and Palmers factory was in central Reading and also provided the bar scenes in Bugsy Malone in 1975 just before production stopped in

      1976.


    


  




  [image: ] Reading Festival has been running since 1971, but we can’t even claim that as our own any more; we have to

  share it with Leeds!




  [image: ] Ricky Gervais (who comes from Reading) turned local town Whitley into a household name by describing the

  residents as the lowest members of society.




  [image: ] Reading Prison was where Oscar Wilde served two years’ hard labour for gross indecency; after his release

  he wrote The Ballad of Reading Gaol. It’s now a Youth Offenders Institute.




  [image: ] The roadside chain of restaurants Little Chef was founded in Reading in 1958 with an eleven-seater

  restaurant.




  [image: ] Charles Dickens was asked to stand as MP for Reading – he declined.




  [image: ] Richard Cox grew the first Cox’s apple nearby.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] Local stately home Mapledurham House is said to be what the original illustrations of Toad Hall were based

  on.




  [image: ] Reading is where the oldest recorded British song, ‘Sumer is icumen in’, was written in 1260. You can

  listen to it on Wikipedia. It’s dire. But it is also, apparently, the tune the mice sing to in Bagpuss.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Kate Winslet is from Reading, and her dad plays in a local band.




  [image: ] Will Young and Chris Tarrant were also born here.




  [image: ] Kenneth Branagh moved to Reading aged nine to escape Belfast.




  [image: ] Ricky Gervais




  [image: ] Jane Austen attended the Abbey School in Reading.




  [image: ] Pete & The Pirates are from Reading.




  [image: ] Mike Oldfield




  [image: ] Not sure if this counts but there’s a building called Kate Bush House, a house in Theale (where I live)

  just outside Reading.




  [image: ] Scott Wilkinson and Martin Noble of British Sea Power attended Reading University, as did Jamie Cullum.




  [image: ] Tom Rowlands (The Chemical Brothers) went to Reading Blue Coat School.




  
 





  WEST WALWORTH




  Have you ever had an over-friendly animal make its way into your house? According to Toaster Rebecca, it’s the kind of thing that happens all the time in the Exo-London

  suburb of West Walworth. By her account, urban foxes are so brazen these days they’ll ‘come into the living room if you leave the door open’. (N.B. I find that I often bastardize

  the phrase ‘urban fox’ into ‘urbane fox’ and imagine them in cravats and mustard cords, swilling expensive cognac while they rip your bins to bits.) I had a similar thing

  happen to me once when I lived in Finsbury Park. Within days of moving into a new flat, I noticed a cute little cat visiting my minuscule patio area. I assumed she was missing titbits left by the

  previous occupier, and though it’s my general cat-related rule not to feed a stray, I did just that, worn down by the voluminous displays of affection the minx directed at me.




  Before long I was totally in her thrall, going out of my way to buy expensive pieces of fish to secure my place in her capricious heart. But, as cats so often do, she eventually lost interest

  and stopped coming altogether. I never even knew her name. What was worse was that, shortly after, I noticed large sums of money leaving my account. The lesson of this tale is clear: a) never give

  a cat your bank account details no matter how much you feel you can trust them; and b) cats are more intelligent than dogs.




  Thanks also to Rebecca for letting us know that the man widely credited with the invention of the first computer, Charles Babbage, was a Walworth boy. Herein lies a lesson about the ravages of

  history. Though Babbage’s inventions and discoveries have undoubtedly revolutionized history forever, paving the way to our hi-tech twenty-first-century internet-connected planet,itseems, in

  this country at least, he will instead be remembered as the name of the scoreboard on vapid Vernon Kaye vehicle Family Fortunes. Bummer!




  TOASTER: REBECCA




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] The Walworth Jumpers (or Children of God, Girlingites or Convulsionists) were a cult created by Mary Ann Girling

  in the 1870s in England. Born in Suffolk, Girling preached the Second Coming, celibacy, chastity and communal life (a kind of Christian communism). In 1871, the Children of God were invited to

  London by another new religious movement, the Peculiar People of Plumstead. They gathered around the railway arches of Walworth Road.




  [image: ] My next-door neighbour seems to personify Walworth. He’s a raving lunatic – though lovely and very

  friendly. He’s a Mauritian in his sixties, living alone with his cats, some foxes, a radio for racing commentary and many bottles of red wine for company. He claims his flat is a ‘safe

  house’ and he’s in hiding from the mob, and he gets up to various things such as: trying to sell porn to the gas man visiting my flat; sweetly passing us terrifying-looking curries over

  the fence that we can’t bring ourselves to eat (and I eat pretty much anything); sleeping with a gun under his pillow; having a garden densely packed with fig trees to ‘keep the asbos

  and oiks out’; and being seen only in two outfits – a wine-red dressing gown, with nowt underneath I fear, and a sharp suit for his weekly outings to the races.




  [image: ] East Street Market in Walworth was established in 1880 and about a hundred years later was featured in the

  Only Fools and Horses titles.




  [image: ] The foxes round here are so brazen, they’ll come in the living room if you leave the door open.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Charlie Chaplin was born on 16 April 1889, in East Street, Walworth, London. His parents were both entertainers

  in the music-hall tradition; they separated before Charlie was three.




  [image: ] Michael Caine




  [image: ] Robert Browning




  [image: ] John Ruskin




  [image: ] Charles Babbage




  [image: ] Michael Faraday




  [image: ] Naomi Campbell




  [image: ] Nick Hallam, also known as ‘The Head’ from Stereo MCs.




  [image: ] Stuart Zender – Jamiroquai bassist.




  [image: ] Mark Ronson




  
 





  FARINGDON




  TOASTER: RUDI DU PLESSIS




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] Faringdon is in West Oxfordshire between Oxford and Swindon. It featured in the Domesday Book, and there’s

  a market in town every week that’s been running since the thirteenth century.




  [image: ] Faringdon is the location of the last folly built in England. (A ‘folly’ is a building made just for

  decoration, and for no other use – except to duck out of the rain beneath, maybe.) Lord Berners, who built the folly in question, was so eccentric he put a sign on it saying ‘Those who

  commit suicide from this high place do so entirely at their own risk.’ He also dyed his pigeons bright colours and he is rumoured to have thrown his mum’s dog out of the window as a

  child (he heard that a dog will learn to swim if you throw it in the water, so figured it would learn to fly if you threw it out of the window).




  [image: ] The hill with the folly on was used as a hill fort in ancient times. Cromwell used it as a base to bombard the

  town from. As a result of this bombardment the church (All Saints) in Faringdon has no steeple because it was blown away. After the war the parish got enough money together to rebuild the steeple,

  but the vicar drank it all. They say that the church is since haunted by the ghost of a drunk vicar.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Keith Floyd used to live in Faringdon.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] Rory Bremner, Jason Donovan and Graham Coxon all live nearby.




  
 





  CHISWICK




  Chiswick. It’s one of those words. Chiswick. The more you look at it, the weirder it gets. Here it is again. CHISWICK. Chizz Wick!




  Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, CHIZZ WICK. Toastee Mary sets the scene by basically describing Chiswick as ‘the eighth most expensive place to live in Britain’ and ‘a bit jolly

  hockey sticks’. I can corroborate this. As a now naturalized Londoner, I live only a stone’s throw away, yet could never in a million years hope to rub shoulders with the likes of Ant,

  Dec, Bill Bailey and Bruce Dickinson. The immutable laws of commerce have damned me forever to live in a less leafy and desirable postcode, surrounded by other dead-eyed and desperate foundlings

  who can only dream of convening in Chiswick High Road’s chic and celeb-engorged taverns, restaurants and tapas bars. My wife has repeatedly requested that I remove the giant sticker on the

  back of our house which says ‘MY OTHER HOUSE IS IN CHISWICK’, but her pleas have fallen on deaf ears.




  Maybe I should give up on the idea of living in Chiswick. After all, I might end up being in the house that separates Ant from Dec. I have it on good authority that the plaintive whale-like

  whelps and cries they emit to call each other in the night are enough to drive anyone to self-harm.




  TOASTER: MARY SWEENEY




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] The name ‘Chiswick’ is of Old English origin and means ‘Cheese Farm’. Make of that what

  you will.




  [image: ] In 2007 it was named the eighth most expensive place to live in the UK. It is a bit ‘jolly hockey

  sticks’ around here, I must admit.




  [image: ] Chiswick features in many music videos, including those for ‘Paperback Writer’by The Beatles,

  ‘Roses For The Dead’ by Funeral For A Friend, ‘Dean’ by Dizzee Rascal and ‘Fit But You Know It’ by The Streets.




  [image: ] It also features in a notable number of TV sitcoms as the place where the main characters live: the Porters from

  2point4 Children lived in Chiswick; the family in My Family live in Chiswick; Donna (Catherine Tate) from Doctor Who is from Chiswick; and eighties sitcom Three Up,Two

  Down was set in Chiswick.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Ant and Dec live here – presumably separately, and not together.




  [image: ] James Dean Bradfield




  [image: ] William Hogarth (artist) – there’s a statue of him on Chiswick High Road.




  [image: ] Bruce Dickinson




  [image: ] Bill Bailey




  [image: ]




  
 





  CROUCH END




  Of all the major conurbations in this United Kingdom of ours, predictably, it’s London that houses the most celebrities. For my money, one little hilly hamlet in the

  north of London grabs the title of ‘district with most celebrities per square mile’, and it’s Crouch End, or Crouche Ende (say in a French accent) as it’s more

  commonly known to the commoners who can’t afford to live there.




  I once was one such a commoner, who lived in nearby-but-not-quite-Crouch-End Hornsey. I would often wander the winding, tree-lined avenues to the hamlet’s little heart and stare agog at

  the sheer volume of A-grade TV and music talent simply going about their business. Stars from the disparate worlds of TV, film, music and art would often be seen cheek-by-jowel, shopping for baps

  in Dunns bakery, or politely waiting their turn to use the cubicles in one of the local hostelries, clutching their cocaine wraps to their palms. What a great place! Where else could you see Annie

  Lennox drunkenly breaking a chair over the back of Placido Domingo after a sambuca binge? Or TV actor John Simm duetting on ‘Dead Ringer For Love’ with Loose Women’s Jane

  Macdonald?




  Mandy delivers on this subject with a litany of great local celebs and the haunts they hang in. She also doesn’t fail to hit us with the greatest of all Dylan urban myths. Mind you, if it

  could happen anywhere, it could happen in Crouche Ende, refuge of the famous.




  TOASTER: MANDY SHARP




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] There’s an amusing blue plaque on a house in Crouch End which says that Carswell Prentice, who invented the

  shopping trolley, stayed at that house in 1932. I’ve since found out that this is a fake blue plaque and the real inventor was someone called Sylvan Goldman, the owner of the Humpty Dumpty

  Supermarket in Oklahoma City in 1937.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] Nearby at Alexandra Palace I discovered only the other week there is a Cold War nuclear observation bunker

  – it’s covered in brambles and fenced in, but it’s there!




  [image: ] Annie Lennox and Dave Stewart used to drink in a local pub called the Queen’s in the seventies before they

  were famous.




  [image: ] Dave Stewart opened a studio in a converted church on Crouch Hill. There’s a legend which says that Bob

  Dylan once knocked on what he thought was Dave Stewart’s door; the woman who opened the door didn’t recognize him and let him wait in the kitchen of this house for ‘Dave’ to

  come home. Eventually, when Dave the plumber comes home, he finds Bob Dylan waiting for him!




  [image: ] Shaun of the Dead was filmed around here, and our landlord’s grocery shop features in it a couple of

  times, including the bit where he slips on the blood on the floor without realizing because he’s looking at a can he’s just got from the fridge. Comedy connections don’t stop

  there: the opening credits to Peep Show are filmed near the Town Hall.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Lots of actors live in Crouch End, and our most spotted one is Minty from EastEnders – you can

  almost guarantee to see him at least once a week, in one of the local pubs or restaurants.




  [image: ] Other famous faces are Phil Davis, Peter Capaldi and Cathy Tyson.




  
 





  SIDCUP




  TOASTER: STUART ROBINSON




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] Sidcup was the centre of the ‘Dasani’ scandal in 2004, when Coca-Cola tried to sell purified Sidcup

  tap water for 95p a pop.




  [image: ] Mick Jagger and Keith Richards first agreed to form a band on the platform of Sidcup railway station.




  [image: ] At the Roundhouse Morrissey introduced himself by saying ‘My name is Stanley Ogden, and I come from

  Sidcup.’




  [image: ] The MP for Bexley and Sidcup is dodgy Derek Conway, who paid his son to be a researcher whilst at university.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Quentin Blake




  [image: ] John Paul Jones




  [image: ] Mel C




  [image: ] Gary Oldman




  
 





  KENNINGTON




  TOASTER: MATT WARNES




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] Kennington is on what was the Roman road from London to Chichester. It was later home to the Black Prince, whilst

  Chaucer worked there in 1389.




  [image: ] Kennington Common hosted the second ever international cricket match (1724); it’s now home to the Oval

  cricket ground.




  [image: ] Some of the most important London marches started in Kennington Park: that of the Chartists in 1848, the first

  Gay Pride in 1986, the Poll Tax march in 1990 and the Liverpool dockers’ march in 1998.




  [image: ] The first bomb in the First World War was dropped from a Zeppelin onto Kennington Park in 1914.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Paddy Pantsdown drinks in a pub in Kennington.




  [image: ] Charles Kennedy almost knocked me off my bike once.




  [image: ] Gordon Brown, Alistair Darling and Jack Straw like to eat at the Kennington curry house ‘Ghandis’

  – apparently Brown still sends a driver there to pick up curries.




  [image: ] Richard and Judy film all their shows in Kennington.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] Charlie Chaplin spent part of his childhood in Kennington.




  [image: ] Pierce Brosnan started acting at a theatre in Kennington.




  [image: ] Sarah Walters, author of Tipping the Velvet, lives in Kennington.




  
 





  ENFIELD




  ‘EVERYONE IS AT HOME IN ENFIELD’




  Official website




  T0ASTER: PAUL DENGEL




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] The area was once mostly woodland and was very popular with kings and queens for hunting (Elizabeth I and Edward

  VI were in Enfield, barely a mile from my house, when their father, Henry VIII, died and Edward was made king). It was also a favoured hideout of Dick Turpin, who is said to still haunt the

  area.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] Andy Abraham, the ‘Singing Dustman’ who represented Britain at the fifty-third Eurovision Song

  Contest, lived in a former council house at the end of my road until very recently.




  [image: ] Enfield had the world’s first cashpoint in 1967, opened by none other than Reg Varney from On the

  Buses. Reg also owned what I believe was the first pizza takeaway in the area.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] The diode valve was apparently invented in Enfield, the device that gave us radio, TV and eventually computers.

  Enfield was also the place where the first colour TV was made, on a site that’s now a Morrison’s supermarket.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Reg Varney




  [image: ] Benjamin Disraeli




  [image: ] Bruce Forsyth




  [image: ] Paul McKenna




  [image: ] Amy Winehouse




  (I also went to the same primary school as Chris Akabusi, but not at the same time.)




  
 





  STOKE NEWINGTON




  TOASTER: RACHEL WRATHALL




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] According to Time Out, Hackney is ‘lesbian central [and] Stoke Newington, on the northern fringes,

  is possibly the capital’s most Sapphic suburb’.




  [image: ] The former Water Board pumping station was designed to look like a towering Scottish castle to keep the

  complaining locals at bay. It’s now a very good climbing centre.




  [image: ] Like pretty much everywhere else in North London, we have a farmer’s market every weekend. But (not to be

  outdone) ours was the first in the UK to have only organic and biodynamic producers.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Marc Bolan, the lead singer of T Rex, was brought up here.




  [image: ] Mark ‘Bedders’ Bedford, bass player with Madness, lives here, as does John Power, the bassist from

  the La’s.




  [image: ] Tjinder Singh, lead singer of Cornershop, currently lives here.




  [image: ] Authors Daniel Defoe, Edgar Allan Poe and Mary Wollstonecraft lived or were schooled in Stokey.




  
 





  ISLINGTON




  TOASTER: MATT HALL




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ]  Islington sits on a hill, which used to provide most of the water to the City of London, until the City grew too

  large in the seventeenth century and the New River was constructed to bring in water from the River Lee.




  [image: ] Mayor and blond clown extraordinaire Boris Johnson lives here, and when he returns home late at night can be seen

  running the gauntlet past the drunks outside the York pub.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] The last king of Wales stayed there when on his way to pay a tribute to the king of England, but was so disgusted

  by the display put on by the Islington locals, he vowed instead to fight the English until his dying breath – which he did. Didn’t win of course.




  [image: ] The Angel Islington is on the Monopoly board (one of the light blues) and is also mentioned in Jonathan

  Strange & Mr Norrell by Susanna Clarke. In Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere there is an angel called Islington.




  [image: ] The Regent’s Canal goes into a tunnel as it passes Upper Street. This tunnel is known to be home to trolls

  and goblins.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Douglas Adams




  [image: ] Lily Allen




  [image: ] Kathy Burke




  [image: ] John Glasscock from Jethro Tull.




  [image: ] George Orwell




  [image: ] John Foxx from Ultravox.




  [image: ] Charlie Watts of The Rolling Stones.




  
 





  SHOREDITCH




  TOASTER: STEVE SCOTT




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] The sitcom Rev starring Tom Hollander as a vicar had its exterior shots filmed at Shoreditch church, which

  was designed by sixteenth-century architect Nicholas Hawks moor, who apparently had ties to the occult.




  [image: ] We have the Boundary Estate, the first council estate built in England. It’s still standing with the

  original buildings. We also have a bandstand in the centre of the estate. But we have no band. That would make it a shelter then?




  [image: ] Best of all, we have one of the most diverse communities in all of England.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Our most famous nearby celebrities include Jack the Ripper and Gilbert and George. I’ve lived here a long

  time but I didn’t know Jack and I’ve only met the other two twice.




  
 





  BARKING




  TOASTER: CATHRYN




  [image: ]




  FAVOURITE FACTS




  [image: ] I can’t help but be amused by the grand-sounding announcement ‘This is Barking’ when alighting

  from either train or tube, because it’s basically regarded as a grim outpost on the border of London and Essex.




  [image: ] The Ilford Mammoth was found nearby, and is now on display in the Natural History Museum.




  [image: ]




  [image: ] It has a thriving Asian community, which provoked the BBC recently to make a documentary, It’s All White

  in Barking, which followed a group of white people getting to know their neighbours, with mostly positive results.




  [image: ] Captain Cook got married there in 1762.




  [image: ] Elizabeth Fry (important social reformer, also known as the lady off the £5 notes) is buried next to the

  Barking Tesco’s.




  [image: ] Billy Bragg is known as the ‘Bard of Barking’ because he attended Barking Abbey School.




  [image: ] We’ve got the lowest adult literacy in the UK.




  LOCAL HEROES




  [image: ] Dudley Moore
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