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‘There’s a reason people like Fort and me prefer the 303 and it’s the romance of the thing . . . The A303 is an ancient route, steeped in history, and Fort meanders from it in search of bygone ages . . . It’s a nostalgic experience, informative, humorous, charming’ Daily Mail


‘Anyone who has holidayed in the West Country will enjoy The A303, Highway to the Sun. Tom Fort’s diligent digging under the tarmac has uncovered a great stash of tales, with swindlers and druids rubbing shoulders with King Arthur and Margaret Thatcher’ Sunday Times


‘A lovely book . . . It’s most famous for running by Stonehenge (lots of jams there) but Mr Fort has found scores of other reminders of the past . . . At last someone has celebrated the romance of the British road’ Guardian


‘A delightful book, nostalgic, slyly witty, perceptive . . . it achieves an admirable universality in its insights into travel, holidays, agrarian longing, conservation and the general sense that things were better sometime in the past. This is a wonderfully charming book. It is also stealthily profound’ Justin Cartwright, Spectator


‘Elegantly written, with a dry humour and an eyebrow raised . . . His object is to reveal the special beauty of the landscape, particularly Salisbury Plain and Stonehenge. Mr Fort is a charming and knowledgeable guide, who can people the hills with shepherds, and the manors and rectories with eccentric antiquarians; who can tell you about an ancient system for flooding water meadows or the common names of chalk-loving flowers and butterflies. It is enough to make Wiltshire your next holiday destination’ Economist


‘Fort has an eye for the quirky, the absurd, the pompous — and a style that, like the road, is always on the move’ Sunday Telegraph


‘Highly enjoyable. Fort has explored this A-road and its environs by car, bicycle and foot . . . Keep his book in the glove compartment, to read at points where two lanes squeeze into one’ Independent


‘What Tom Fort has done in this excellent primer is to combine English history and myth with a host of nerdish facts about the road, some cultural analysis and not a little literary reflection to boot. Fort’s book is also a meditation on the motor car itself . . . Charming, like the road itself’ Independent on Sunday


‘Here Fort unearths a tenth-century story of internecine lust, treachery, betrayal and murder worthy of the Icelandic Sagas’ Times Literary Supplement


‘Entertaining and impeccably researched. A melange of history, sociology, geography and op-ed . . . It’s also very charming, containing a gargantuan amount of genuinely fascinating trivia and opinion’ Metro
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To the memory of my father and mother
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FOREWORD


Of the nine books that I have written and that have been published, this has been by far the most successful commercially. I am delighted that this should be so, but also mildly perplexed. Each time I write a book, I think that it is better and more important than the one before. But none of the others pressed the button that this one did, and still does.


Of course, it has helped that it was accompanied by a BBC Four film that – by the standards of the channel – turned out to be a considerable hit, having been shown well over twenty times. My father and mother-in-law, bless them, watch it every time it’s on. One Sunday afternoon, in the course of a village cricket match, the opposition’s wicket-keeper recognised me and revealed that he, too, had seen it multiple times. When I suggested that he must be bored with it by now, he replied very emphatically: ‘No, I could never get bored with the 303.’


Perhaps that is the secret. I’m inclined to think that, by accident, I hit upon a subject that could touch a distinct sector of the book-buying public in a surprisingly potent way (I must emphasise that the original idea was not mine, but came from someone then working for the publishers whose creative thinking had been stimulated by the repeated experience of sitting in unmoving lines of traffic on the approach to Stonehenge). After the book came out I gave a talk at the Mere Literary festival, at the end of which the owner of the Willoughby Hedge café – which welcomes travellers in a layby near Mere – told me he had sold four hundred copies. At a transport café!


It turned out that the A303 was not like other roads. It connected people to memorable events or times in their lives – childhood holidays, honeymoons, taking the kids or the grandchildren to the seaside, fleeing work for their precious caravan or second home. It also had – has – history, landscape, landmarks, pubs, diners and that indefinably quality summed up as character. And Stonehenge, never forget Stonehenge.


Even when motorists and truck drivers were cursing it, they retained a sneaking affection. ‘Bloody 303,’ they’d say, as if it were a wilful pet or a tedious old uncle. No one talks about a motorway like that.


Its character hasn’t changed at all, nor have most of its features. But some of the details have, as have some of the contexts in which I wrote about it the best part of a decade ago. Fat Charlie, the logo of the Little Chef diners, with whom I had a lot of fun, has disappeared as has the Little Chef brand itself. An era in roadside feasting has ended, and the annexation of the old sites by Starbucks – no Olympic Breakfast on offer there – is a cause of continuing regret.


There has been a steady casualty rate among the pubs where I sought rest and nourishment. The Great Shed at Andover that stimulated me to look into the subject of distribution centres has been surpassed by a much Greater Shed outside Amesbury. King Arthur Pendragon’s well-used caravan on the byway beyond Stonehenge has gone (or perhaps fallen to pieces). Top Gear has migrated from the BBC and changed its name.


Most striking are the changes that have taken place and are threatened at Stonehenge. The tatty old visitor centre has been replaced by English Heritage’s glass, steel and timber ‘experience’, and the A344 link with the A303 has been grassed over. Much more significantly and ominously, it looks as though the government is resolved on reviving and realising the old vision of hiding the A303 away inside a tunnel. If this vainglorious folly actually happens – and I cling to the hope that it won’t – it will result in years of upheaval and chaos, and will impoverish that section of the road for ever.


But much more remains unaltered since I walked and cycled and drove the 90 odd miles of the A303 to research this book. Outside the Holiday Inn at Solstice Park, The Ancestor still raises his great arms – in horror, or is it amazement? King Alfred’s Tower pokes above the woods of Stourhead as you crest the last western ridge of Salisbury Plain. Annie’s Tea Bar continues to offer the finest English breakfast just before the road’s end, even if it is now Emma’s Café. The traffic jams still crawl along the familiar pinch-points and the view of Stonehenge is still – for now – free.


Rather than rewrite or ditch whole sections of the book affected by changing times, I have taken the easy way and, in general, alluded to them in footnotes. I have deleted a few passages entirely that were completely out of date and struck me on re-reading as not very interesting, and I have corrected the occasional error that crept through the original editing.


Apart from that, The A303: Highway to the Sun stays as it was. I’m thrilled that a new edition is now called for. Since writing the book and doing the TV programme, I have retained, maintained and even deepened my relationship with the road. I will never walk it or cycle it again – that was not fun at all – but I still drive sections of it every fortnight or so during the fishing season (May to the end of December) and I still find its company both stimulating and comforting. We are old friends, and may we never be parted.




INTRODUCTION


Many of us have a road that reaches back into our past. It was not the road itself that mattered, but where it led. It took us to another world which, because it offered a vivid and thrilling alternative to our lives at home, had special status. It was the world of our family holidays, where we spent some of the most precious times of our growing up, times experienced with peculiar intensity. The memories of them, of the special places at the end of the road, retained their definition through the decades that followed.


As children we probably didn’t have the dimmest idea of where to find the road on the map. But it was as familiar to us as the way upstairs to bed. We knew the landmarks that measured its progress: maybe a pub sign, a red post-box, a old, sagging stone wall weighed down by ivy; a church steeple, a big, ancient tree. In our hearts we embraced each as it passed. Each delivered the same message. Nearly there now.


The special place stirred something very deep inside us. It offered adventure, excitement, a particular kind of intense happiness. Part of it was because it was different from home, but part of it was that it also had something of the same familiarity. We knew where the key was left, where to find the path that led to the sea, where the wood was stored. We knew to watch out for the low beam in front of the fireplace, the tight turn on the stone staircase.


Even though we were there for only a fortnight, we felt able to claim a kind of ownership. For that time it was ours, shared with no one else; certainly not the tenants who came before and after. Not knowing them, we were somewhat inclined to despise them because they could not possibly possess all the secret knowledge that we possessed, and therefore could not prize the place as we did. We would leave, aching with regret, but consoled by the thought that it would be ours again next year or the year after that, or one day.


Later in life, if things work out that way, we may pick up the road once more. Then we come back with our own children, hoping to give them the magic that we found. Because the magic was real, and because they have something of us in them, it can work for us through them. Holidays make us children again. They legitimise sandcastles and picnics and cricket on the beach and scooping at rock pools with nets. What has changed is that now we have to know the number of the road and how to find it.


For me and my elder brothers the road led to a low, grey, thick-walled cottage at the southern end of Coniston Water in the Lake District. It was owned by my grandmother’s elder sister, and for a fortnight most summers it was annexed by us and assorted cousins, friends and hangers-on under my grandmother’s benign supervision. There was a shack crowded with beds where the children slept, and a path past dripping laurels (it rained more often then) down to a long, green boat-house with a corrugated iron roof that nestled in the reeds at the lake’s edge.


Those were pre-motorway days. I, naturally, took no interest in the route north from our home in Berkshire. Looking at the family copy of the 1959 AA Road Book, I would guess that we picked up the A423 Oxford road at Henley-on-Thames, and the A34 at Oxford. This would have taken us to Birmingham, Stafford and west of Stoke to Manchester, where we must have joined the A6 past Lancaster. A few miles short of Kendal we turned left on the A590 Barrow road for the south Lakes, at which point I would be roused from my daydreams by the appearance in the west of the dark Lakeland fells, their rough-edged heights pushing at the sky.


It was the best part of 300 miles and it took a whole day. We left early in my grandmother’s sky-blue Morris Traveller. She was not a particularly slow driver, but it was rare for the speedometer to get above 60 m.p.h. Sitting in the back seat behind her, I could sense from the crescendo of engine noise and the slight shuddering of the chassis when we were approaching top speed. I would lean forward over her shoulder to watch the needle tremble as it reached the sixty mark. Silently I would urge it onwards; I longed for it to reach seventy, although I think that even at that tender age I was aware that the top speed of eighty displayed on the speedometer belonged in the realms of make-believe. Sixty was exciting enough, but on the single carriageway, traffic-clogged arterial routes of those days, it was never maintained for long.


For most of the way, I stared out of the window but saw very little. I was sustained by my imagination working on the special place, building dramatic scenes of slaying pike, slicing the canoe into the reed-beds and preparing an ambush, laying eel lines in the big pool down the river, playing cowboys and indians in the bracken. That first sight of the Lake District, with the westering sun flooding through the clouds, would recall me briefly to the real world, but it was followed by another slow, boring crawl as we skirted around Morecambe Bay towards Ulverston.


The real excitement began as we crossed the River Crake where it entered a branch of the bay, and turned north on the Coniston road. The river was intensely familiar to me because its mouth was just along the shore from our cottage, and it flowed through many of my favourite imaginings. From there onwards the road followed its valley. One either side were green meadows speckled with sheep and separated into irregular shapes by the wandering lines of the dry-stone walls. Higher up, the fields gave way to the rock and bracken of the fells.


From then on my senses were on full alert, trained on a succession of landmarks: grey pebble-dashed farmhouse, overhanging copper beech, small slate-roofed church; a pair of high, rusted metal gates, never open; Coniston Old Man ahead, its lop-sided summit lit by the evening sun (if it was clear, which it sometimes was). The climax was the first sighting of the lake. There were always false alarms, because the road went up and down and twisted left and right many times, and I could never remember exactly which rise in the land would reveal that first sight of water. So when it came – a liquid gleam against pale green reed-beds – there was the shock of recognition followed by a jolt of delight.


As a grown-up I have been back many times with my children. The road is the same, although the trees are taller and the cottage seems even lower. The moment at which the lake reveals itself feels exactly as it did half a century ago.


*   *   *

I did not know the A303 then. It was later, much later, that I found it. I was in the process of discovering two rivers that would become places of enchantment for me; the road opened my way to them and thus became important to me.


The first of the rivers, travelling west, is the Avon, which winds south from Amesbury towards Salisbury. It’s a chalkstream of rich feeding where the trout grow big, and pewter-scaled grayling shoal in the hatch-pools and in the deep holes on bends where the current has scoured out the bank. Further on, beyond Stonehenge, through the village of Winterbourne Stoke and past the grassy earthworks of Yarnbury Castle, is the valley of the Wylye. It is half the size of the Avon, although it has surprising depths, and it runs through woods and meadows and past old beamed houses with mullioned windows, connecting a string of the prettiest, sleepiest villages in England. You can lose yourself on the Wylye, and fish for hours without seeing a soul or being aware of anything much beyond these willows and alders and the sound and movement of water, or the likelihood of finding a feeding fish where the gravelled shallow shelves down to the head of a pool.


I would drive the A303 sometimes on my own, but often with a particular friend. In summer we would generally go down in the evening, towards the sun, reaching the Avon as the shadows of the trees stretched across the water, and finish late with the bats out and owls hooting across dark meadows. In winter the fishing days are short and the water can seem lifeless. But even the coldest of them can startle you with a magical hour around noon when insects suddenly hatch and the grayling wake up to eat them. And always the A303, holding out the promise of delight on the way there, the way back always more muted, the radio on to cover the silences, the landmarks passing unnoticed, their meaning forfeited.


*   *   *

The A303 extends from just west of Basingstoke to a few miles east of Honiton in Devon. The distance is little more than ninety miles, which makes it a baby among major arterial routes (the A1 is 400 miles, the A38 290). But the A303 straddles spheres. It can take the adventurer from cosy, commuter-belt Hampshire to the threshold of another land entirely, one of wooded dales enclosing tumbling streams, steep hillsides and old stone farmhouses, purple treeless moors, eventually rocky headlands and sandy beaches and the surging sea. It is a road of magical properties.


From the late 1950s, for ten or twelve years, Linda followed it each year with her father, mother and younger brother from their home in Buckinghamshire. Their first car was a Hillman Minx, their destination a caravan site near Weymouth. As their circumstances improved, they migrated west for the annual holiday, to Devon and later Cornwall, and it grew from one week to two.


Linda’s father, a clerk with the Gas Board, would really have preferred to have spent his leave entitlement at home tending the garden that he loved with a deep, quiet passion. But Linda’s mother insisted that they must go away, and as he loved to drive, he drove. He wrote down the route on an envelope: across to Basingstoke, A303 to Honiton, A30 further west – the destination always a caravan site. Linda’s mother did not drive and could not read a map, so Linda sat next to her father, passing on the instructions when it got complicated. The end of the road varied, but there was one constant. Linda would ask if they were going past Stonehenge and when they did, they would stop and climb on the stones and wander among them and wonder at them. Each year, the monument which had delivered different messages to so many over thousands of years told them that they were on their way.


Linda’s father liked the A303 because it was faster than the narrow, winding A30. The A303 gave the journey a firm, propulsive shove. He liked it even more when they widened stretches of it into dual carriageway. Stuck behind a crawling lorry or – worse still – a tractor dragging a stack of hay, he would become silent and tense. Then a section of dual carriageway would beckon and the mood in the car – later a Triumph Herald, later still a lime-green Ford Capri – would lighten as the accelerator pedal went down.


Simon and his family went every year to Devon or Cornwall, always staying on a farm, always taking the A303, always stopping at Stonehenge for their picnic. Simon’s father was an Austin man: the family progressed from Austin 7 to Austin 55 to Austin 60. He had all the maps covering the south-west and had – or felt he had – no need of a map-reader. ‘Dad was in charge of getting us lost,’ Simon remembers. When Simon, as a young man, took his girlfriend to Yorkshire for a holiday, he felt they were going the wrong way. It was unnatural not to be on the A303. The road was in his blood.


There are plenty who still follow the same path. I went to find a random sample of them on a Friday in the 2011 summer holiday season. It was grey and drizzly, the forecast dodgy. The traffic was heavy but not exceptionally so, just the usual solid stream. The car parks at the service areas were full; the Little Chefs were packed, with queues outside. Humour was good despite the weather and the traffic.


A family from Hatfield in Hertfordshire – father, mother, two kids, two grandparents – were heading for Exmouth, their seven-seater packed to the roof. ‘Always take the A303,’ Dad said, ‘less boring than the motorway, and you’ve always got Stonehenge.’ Derek from Newmarket was taking a cup of tea from a Thermos in the shelter of his boot-lid as the drizzle drifted down, his team – wife, daughter, two grandsons – tightly packed into a blue saloon bound for Bridport. Derek had seen a BBC Four programme I’d made about the A303. ‘Here, meet the wife,’ he said proudly. She, he confided to me, would rather be heading east to see the sun – Yarmouth or somewhere like that – but he made the decisions and one of them was the A303.


An elderly couple in the queue for a cup of tea were doing as they had done most years since 1957, when as honeymooners they set off for Devon in their Austin 7. Now they had their ten-year-old grandson with them. They had had their foreign holidays since then and there was nothing wrong with them, but there was something about the south-west, something special, and this was the way to find it. An old rocker with a pony-tail told me that it had begun for him in the mid-1960s folded into the back of the family Mini, and he’d finally settled in Cornwall and not come back. ‘It was part of my childhood, the A303,’ he said, speaking slowly and nodding in that old rocker’s way. ‘So part of me.’


There were more the same, taking the road not because they had deep feelings about it or had ever thought much about it, but because it was part of a familiar and comforting act of escape. Everyone knows the motorway is quicker: M25 around London, M4 to Bristol, M5 to Exeter. But the A303 belongs in the ritual and the motorway doesn’t. We go this way because we always went this way, and we’re still doing the same thing only we’re older now and the car’s rather smarter and the traffic is just as bad as it ever was. All those I spoke to explained their preference on the grounds that the motorway was boring. There was more to see on the A303 and more time to see it. Stonehenge, always Stonehenge. Two of the drivers were ex-truckers. They said most truckers would take the A303 if they could, for all the same reasons, plus better, cheaper, hotter, fresher-made breakfasts at the cafés along the way.


Everyone moaned about the traffic, but in a good-humoured way, almost affectionately. It was part of the A303; what else could you expect on a Friday afternoon in the holiday season? Don’t fret, mate, we’ll all get there in the end.


*   *   *

Coming back is something else. Same road, but not the same at all. For a child, there is an almost physical ache as the special place is left behind, and even as adults we feel the sadness. The road is complicit in the loss. The landmarks in their reverse order remind us of what we are leaving behind. We twist our heads for a last glimpse of the cottage or caravan or campsite, catch a last gleam from the lake or the sea. Ahead is home, work, school, routine, daily shaving, uncut lawn, unpicked veg, duties, appointments. It is the road that is returning us to this enslavement and we resent it. It’s then that the jams seem against us, an extra injury. A man in my cricket club was telling me about coming back from his holiday in Devon, infant daughter fractious, wife testy, the traffic solid. ‘Fucking A303, I hate it. Don’t talk to me about fucking Stonehenge, sick of the sight of the fucking thing.’


*   *   *


‘You can let yourself go on the 303,’ pounded forth Kula Shaker. ‘You can find your way home on the 303.’ The song celebrated in enigmatic lyrics the way to ‘the land of the summer sun’ – presumably Glastonbury, where the band was born at the 1993 festival. Each June the Glastonbury faithful still follow the road in pursuit of some kind of escape or release, a few days of another kind of life.


For the generation before them, the lure was Stonehenge and its Free Festival – music, drugs, free love, hugs and acid smiles and signs of peace, a repudiation of the cheerless world of career and mortgage beyond, and the grim, dangerous world beyond that. Down the A303 the Love Convoy rolled, until Mrs Thatcher and her ministers and the Daily Mail decided that society had had quite enough of that sort of useless parasitism, thank you, and put a stop to it.


There was no psychedelic rock for me at the end of the road, and certainly no free love, just flowing water and the sweet, fulfilling joy of casting a fly for a fish. Like most travellers, I did not trouble myself about the road itself – not at first. It was nothing more than a means to my end. The idea of looking into its story took form slowly. But once I began to pursue it, the feeling was like that of pushing open a door into a walled garden full of interesting vegetables and trees laden with apples and plums and pears; or into an attic where there were old chests in which the records of old adventures had been left to gather dust.


As I wandered about poking my nose in here and there, I began to wonder not just about this road but about other roads and roads in general, and our relationship with them, and the place of the motor car in that relationship. It is a truism that we take our cars for granted, and another that we could not imagine life without them. But it could be that we are edging towards a watershed in that relationship.


Since 1945 the car – a vehicle built of steel, powered by petrol, owned by us – has become a dominant influence on the way we live. It has enabled almost all of us to embrace a frantic fluidity of movement that has progressively determined how, mechanically, society should function. Other forms of transport – horse, bike, train, bus – have been unable to stand against it. It made possible the immediate gratification of every fleeting desire to be somewhere else. It put within everyone’s grasp a vision of mobility that abolished constraint and reduced the world into a mesh of manageable journeys. We were all seduced by its central principle: go where you like, when you like, as you like.


Its flaw is that it is fabulously wasteful. It consumes resources of energy, space and time as if they were inexhaustible. They are not. Little by little the vision’s sources of nourishment are beginning to run out. The price of fuel has risen to a point where only the rich and the stupid no longer pause to consider if a journey is worth it. At the same time insurance premiums have been driven up to levels way beyond the means of many recently qualified drivers. The roads remain clogged; journey times rise inexorably.


A new model of mobility is needed. Already in the cities some people are giving up their cars in favour of a rental service available via phone app that enables them to pick up a vehicle when they need it and drop it off when they have finished with it, paying an hourly rate for the use. Far from finding their freedom of movement restricted, they discover that they have rid themselves of a bundle of irritations (breakdowns, punctures, where to park, getting fuel, remembering tax and MOT) not to mention the expense.


The age of the motor car has been with us for little more than half a century, and there is no reason to believe that it will last for ever, any more than did the age of the train or the stagecoach. True, for much of the world it has only just begun and still has its course to run, as the people of emerging economies joyfully embrace its life-enhancing possibilities. But in traffic-strangled western Europe its days are probably numbered. It is no longer feasible to dismiss as a sociologist’s utopian fancy a system of small, plastic mobile pods powered by fuel cells (probably hydrogen), communally owned, with a digital control network determining availability, route, speed and price; a system in which people and businesses will be careful of their mobility allowances.


*   *   *

When the new age comes, its people – the children of our children’s children perhaps – will look back at our system and consider it startlingly wasteful, destructive and crude. It’s a fair bet that they will not be hopping into their micro-cars on a whim and nipping eighty-odd miles down the A303 for an evening’s fishing and eighty miles back again. But there will still – unless we mess everything up – be fishing. And there will be an A303. It will still be assisting tomorrow’s travellers to accommodate the chronic restlessness of the species. It will still enable them to pursue their dreams and to live and relive remembered joys in one way or another.




1


IGNITION ON


The weather might have been kinder for such an auspicious occasion. It was a gusty, rainy September day. The photographs show the worthies of Hampshire in raincoats, umbrellas raised against a leaden sky, hair disarranged by the breeze. They included the chairman of Hampshire County Council, Sir Richard Calthorpe; the chairman of Andover Rural District Council, Mr J. D. Threadgill; the Mayor of Andover, Mrs Anne Thorne, and a gaggle of aldermen and county and borough councillors. They had been summoned to welcome a distinguished guest and to mark a red-letter day in the history of the county and the ancient town of Andover.


In fact the guest was not as distinguished as he should have been. The programme originally submitted to the county council by the Ministry of Transport stated that the Andover bypass would be opened by the minister himself, Richard Marsh, one of the smoother and more televisual talents in Harold Wilson’s Labour government. But late in the day word came that Mr Marsh was being diverted to the Basingstoke Northern bypass. His place at Andover would be taken by his parliamentary secretary, Bob Brown, a Newcastle MP and former trade union official.


The guests may well have been disappointed by this substitution; may have sniffed somewhat at hearing Mr Brown’s Geordie accent rather than Mr Marsh’s mellifluous Home Counties tones; may have nursed the regret in their hearts – this was Hampshire, after all – that this long-awaited moment should have arrived when a Socialist rather than a Conservative government was in power. Never mind. Mr Brown could cut a ribbon as neatly as anyone else. He could deliver a celebratory speech written by some nameless official without making a fool of himself. He would do. The great matter was the road.


The main photograph in the Andover Advertiser’s coverage of the day’s events shows Mr Brown with scissors at the ready. The road surface beneath his feet is dark and smooth and slick with rain. The scene revealed in other pictures is one of ruin: a landscape ripped asunder, woods and copses torn up, fields assigned in Domesday devoured, hillsides thrust aside; vast ramparts of soil, stone and chalk heaped up, the countryside violated in the name of progress. In our time we have largely forgotten the brutality of road building. But then it was familiar enough. Then was 1969.


The Times of the next day, Friday 12 September, reported the opening of the £2 million Andover bypass as well as that of the Basingstoke Northern bypass in a single paragraph. The newspaper was more interested that morning in the discussions about mutual tensions and interests between the Russian premier, Mr Kosygin, and the Chinese premier, Chou en Lai. It reported extensively on a wave of industrial unrest in western Europe involving French railwaymen, Italian metal workers and German miners, and on the expulsion of an unruly rabble of hippies from Ibiza. The paper’s education correspondent examined the sagging morale of teachers. The Northern Ireland correspondent analysed an official report laying the blame for Belfast’s incendiary condition on militant supporters of the Reverend Ian Paisley. The Israelis had shot down eleven Egyptian aircraft, and a new constitution for Rhodesia had been published. The Bank of England was concerned about the tightening squeeze on credit. Letter writers were exercised about Britain’s place in the Common Market.


In the Andover Advertiser the bypass was the big story, but not the only one. Andover Ufologists had held a meeting to talk about sightings of ‘moving lights and blurred illuminated objects’ and agreed to hold a further skywatch. Grateley and District Women’s Institute had thanked Mrs Mann for her talk on How To Make a Skirt. Basingstoke Chamber of Commerce was reported as having urged Andoverians to ‘come and shop in the “Space-age Town of the South” ’. Members of Andover Borough Council had voted not to wear ceremonial robes for the Battle of Britain service on 21 September – Alderman Porter said there was nothing worse than six people turning up in regalia and the rest not bothering.


If you had cash to spare there were ways to spend it. Pontings of Andover were offering a one-year-old Hillman Minx Estate in white, with fitted wing mirrors, for £700. You could rent an ‘all-channels 19-inch tube TV set’ for forty-six shillings and two pence a month, with a forty-shilling deposit. And on it, the night of the bypass opening, you could have watched Patrick Cargill in Father Dear Father on Thames, followed on BBC 1 by an episode of Dad’s Army entitled ‘The Armoured Might of Corporal Jones’.


*   *   *

It so happened that I got my full driving licence in 1969. At the time our family car was, I think, a Ford Consul, but I have no memory of ever being allowed to drive it. My three elder brothers and I shared the use of the sky-blue Morris Traveller that had been our grandmother’s until she upgraded to a Morris 1100. The Traveller served us well until its rear offside wheel fell off while I was driving it through the outskirts of Guildford, inflicting fatal structural damage to the undercarriage. As I had been responsible for putting the wheel on after a puncture repair – apparently with the nuts the wrong way round – I had only myself to blame.


That autumn I went to university, where one of my brothers passed on to me a bulbous, mud-coloured Austin A40 which he had bought from our local garage for £45. It had a bench front seat covered in soft chestnut leather worn and cracked by the many backsides of previous owners and passengers. It had no functioning heater and in cold or damp weather it was necessary to haul the choke out to its full extension of eight or ten inches to have a hope of starting it. The window wipers were very short and moved so slowly that in anything like a downpour it was safer to steer by leaning out of the window, or preferably to stop altogether.


The A40 was followed by a 1959 Austin Cambridge that I bought from the same local garage for £55. In its distant youth this car had had a twin-tone white body with black roof and tail. Over time the black had faded to dingy dark grey, and the white to dirty dishcloth, both extensively blistered and pockmarked by rust. Because it was the first car I had bought for myself I was rather proud of it, but it had many faults. On anything more testing than a 1-in-20 uphill slope the engine would start coughing in a tubercular manner. Genuine hills could be conquered only in first gear, with queuing traffic behind obscured by a trailing cloud of bluish smoke. This condition required regular return visits to the garage for a process known as ‘de-coking’. Each time she would run smoothly for a while. Then the coughing would resume. Gradually the intervals between the treatments became shorter.


The Austin Cambridge came with a starting handle. I doubt if one in a hundred of today’s pampered motorists would be able to recognise one, let alone know what to do with it. Actually my own notion of operating it was hazy. I knew where to insert it, but no one had told me about the dangers of kickback, or that I needed to keep my thumb on the same side as my fingers. By now the health of my car had deteriorated to such a degree that it would start only if pushed. One morning there was no one to help push it, so I resorted to the handle. My fractured wrist was in plaster for fifteen weeks.


Other vehicles came and went in our lives. Our grandmother progressed from a Morris 1100 to a Morris 1300 to a very smart, almost luxurious Vanden Plas 1300 with grey leather seats, soft carpets, and a lacquered walnut dashboard. She was as generous in letting us drive her cars as in everything else. My brother Matthew overturned one of them on a local lane, and her one concern was that he was all right. I skidded in her Vanden Plas when taking a bend far too fast and shot backwards into a field, puncturing both back tyres, and she did not even rebuke me for my recklessness.


The brother who had passed the Austin A40 on to me acquired a Morris Minor which he was very taken with, until one day he lifted the carpet on the driver’s side and saw the road underneath. My eldest brother had a Humber Super Snipe (I liked the name but the machine was not to be relied on) and subsequently a Vauxhall Cresta with gears on the steering column (vulgar but excitingly powerful). For the family car we had the Ford Consul, followed by various Cortinas, then a horribly ponderous Morris Oxford.


The feature common to all these cars was that they were British. They were made by British workers in British factories owned by British companies (Ford UK had been here so long it felt British). In 1968 British Leyland produced a million cars, and the ad campaigns of that year had a pleasingly home-grown flavour. ‘Great cars don’t happen overnight’ was the slogan for the ever-popular Morris 1300. The Triumph TR6 offered the thrill of its ‘long, power-breathing nose’, its petrol injection, its ‘body-hugging bucket seats’. The admen at MG were inspired to free verse: ‘One day/when time has clipped/your sports car wings/when all the proud cars of your years/line up to take the chequered flag of memory/you will remember how you caught/the sunrise/rode the misty wings of morning/in your MGB GT’.


There were ominous signs, though. 1969 saw the launch in Britain of the Honda 1300, the Datsun Sunny, and the Toyota Corolla, heralding the Japanese invasion of our car market. At the mighty Longbridge car plant on the outskirts of Birmingham – the heart and lungs of British Leyland – a Communist shop steward called Derek Robinson was deploying his menacing, monotonous Midlands voice to take control of the works committee, thereby sowing the seeds of the industrial conflict that, a decade later, would make Red Robbo a leading hate figure for the right-wing media and Conservative establishment.


For the moment, however, a roll call of familiar names still gave the British car market its distinctively and comfortably British complexion. There were new or newish models to draw the gaze of the rapidly expanding army of car buyers – Wolseley (the 18/85), Riley (the Kestrel), Hillman (the Husky), Singer (the Gazelle), Sunbeam (the Rapier), Rover (the 3500), Humber (the Sceptre) – as well as the various Morrises, Austins, Triumphs and Vauxhalls, the exciting new Ford Capri, and the darling Mini. We thought British and we bought British. And – as the opening of the Andover bypass illustrated – the experience of driving British was expanding fast.


*   *   *

‘Every new mile of highway brings a warm glow even to a Transport Minister’s heart,’ Mr Brown told his damp, windswept audience as they stood beside Andover’s Picket Twenty interchange. The minister’s heart must have been unusually suffused with heat that September day. Not only had Richard Marsh himself opened the Basingstoke Northern bypass and Bob Brown the Andover bypass, but twelve miles further west the chairman of Wiltshire County Council, Sir Henry Langton, was declaring the Amesbury bypass open, offering the hope that the people of Amesbury would at last be able to enjoy a decent night’s sleep.


It’s likely that Richard Marsh’s inner warmth was short-lived, as within a few weeks of that happy day he was sacked from the government for daring to oppose In Place of Strife, Harold Wilson and Barbara Castle’s illfated plan for bringing the obstreperous unions to heel. But for the great majority of the citizens of Andover and Amesbury the comfort was huge and permanent. Andover in particular had acquired the reputation over the previous decade of being one of the most hellish traffic bottlenecks in the country. Queues several miles long were standard at holiday times, as up to 20,000 vehicles a day tried to fight their way through the twisting streets of the town centre. At night the houses along Bridge Street and London Road shuddered in a fog of diesel fumes as a procession of trucks ground past.


‘You cannot expect diamonds the size of bricks,’ Mr Brown said later in his speech. The meaning of this cryptic metaphor seems to have been that the £2 million spent on Andover might seem modest, even insignificant, in the context of an annual road-building budget of £300 million – but that schemes like this added up. What the country was finally getting, Mr Brown boasted, was the ‘sophisticated road network’ it needed and deserved – and all thanks to the wisdom and ambition of a Labour government. At last a vision was being realised.


We had always lagged behind our continental competitors in this great endeavour. In Germany the first autobahns had been constructed, as ordered by Hitler, at incredible speed, ‘as flawless and powerful as National Socialism itself’, in the words of one evangelist. Italy had its first autostrada even earlier, while in France the network of autoroutes had been spreading steadily during the 1950s. But in Britain the fine words had never – until comparatively recently – been matched by fine deeds.


As long ago as 1903 a Conservative MP, John Scott Montagu, had proposed a motorway between London and Birmingham. In 1905 Scott – by then Lord Montagu of Beaulieu – set forth this vision: ‘Large towns will have special arterial routes. There will be but little noise, no smell, no dust. No bacteria will breed in fermenting horse-manure, and the water-cart will be unknown. Europe will become for the motorist one vast holiday area. The country with the best roads will become more and more prosperous. Roads will be justly regarded as the necessary hallmark of civilisation.’




[image: image]

Autocar’s blueprint for the way ahead





Few disagreed. But somehow the vision did not inspire the resolve to realise it. Every government had a plan to modernise the road network. No government managed to produce the resources to make it happen. In August 1936 Autocar magazine asked what progress had been made on the programme announced ‘with gusto’ a year and a half earlier to spend £100 million on new roads and major improvements. The answer, in effect, was almost nothing. The war came, everything was postponed. Peace came, and with it austerity. In May 1946 the Labour Transport Minister, Alfred Barnes, set out proposals to Parliament to improve road safety, repair bombed and blasted roads and reduce traffic congestion – all subject, he said, to the availability of ‘such resources as may be at my disposal’. The resources were not abundant.


Little by little the pressure increased. Much of it took the form of a growing clamour from the swelling ranks of middle-class car owners sick of traffic jams and crawling along narrow, winding roads dating back to the turnpike era. At the same time a new generation of road builders, led by Lancashire’s forceful county surveyor, James Drake, at last managed to get the attention of ministers and their officials. The builders argued that without a network of fast dual-carriageway roads, Britain would be unable to retain its place at the top table of world economic powers. The equations were simple enough. The car industry was vital to the economy and would become more so. Greater prosperity would mean more people buying more cars. Everyone wanted to go somewhere, but they must be able to get there.


‘The purpose of motorways,’ Drake wrote, ‘is fairly obvious. They should provide safer travelling, they should reduce the time taken to make the journey, and they should carry more traffic.’ At that time the possibility of an inherent contradiction between the second and third axioms did not occur to anyone.


In March 1958 the Conservative Transport Minister, Harold Watkinson – described by Joe Moran in his terrific book On Roads as ‘the first politician to see the votes in motorways’ – blew a horn to inaugurate the building of the M1. At the end of that year the prime minister himself, Harold Macmillan, opened the first stretch of British motorway, the Preston bypass (which would form part of the M6). Two years later, work began on the M4, and two years after that the first section of the M5 was opened. In 1962 Watkinson’s successor, the irrepressible Ernest Marples, promised a thousand miles of motorway over the next ten years. By 1966 it was possible to drive on motorway from London to Birmingham, much of the way from London to Leeds, and across the Severn Bridge into Wales. A year later responsibility for planning, building and maintaining motorways and trunk roads was transferred from the county councils to the Ministry of Transport.


The eyes of the planners and the engineers roamed far and wide. Among the routes on which they rested from time to time was the A303. Although the M5 was well on its way to penetrating the south-west, it was really a western highway. Even when married with the M4 it would represent a very long way round for motorists on the southern and eastern sides of London who were anxious to taste the delights of Devon and Cornwall.


Something better was needed. An old dream, of a London–Penzance trunk road, began to shimmer alluringly on the horizon once more.
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THE ROAD TO MANDERLEY?


The question for students and critics of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca is: did the second Mrs de Winter and her creepy husband take the A303 to get to his ‘secretive and silent’ Cornish hideaway? The best I can offer is that they might have done.


There are not many clues. As newlyweds they leave London in the morning and arrive at the house in time for tea at five, but there is nothing about signposts or map references. Subsequently, driving from Cornwall with stuffy Colonel Julyan, they stop for lunch ‘in one of those inevitable hotels on the main street of a county town’ where the colonel puts away soup, fish and a roast. Since they reach the suburbs of London by three o’clock, we can assume that he laid down his napkin not later than two hours from the capital. This could place the old-fashioned hotel in Amesbury or Andover on the A303 (each had the George), or in Salisbury (a very early lunch) or Stockbridge (the Grosvenor in the High Street would fit the bill) on the A30. Basingstoke, Bagshot, Egham and Staines – other likely lunching venues on the A30 – can, I think, be ruled out on the grounds that they do not really qualify as country towns.


When Mr and Mrs de Winter – without Colonel Julyan – return from extracting Rebecca’s dark secrets from Dr Baker in Barnet, they leave a restaurant in Soho at quarter to eight in the evening. Maxim de Winter says they should reach Manderley by half past two in the morning. ‘There won’t be much traffic on the road,’ he forecasts. But which road? She, annoyingly, sleeps instead of reading the map. They stop at a garage where a bitter wind blows. I like to think that this was a Salisbury Plain wind – it is autumn, when the Plain winds can be bitter indeed. That would put the garage on the A303 – Amesbury? Mere? Wincanton? – but I concede that the inference is tenuous.


Certainly de Winter would have been aware that he had a choice of route. Motoring west from central London he would have taken the Great West Road as far as Hounslow, then the A30 through Staines, Egham and Bagshot and on beyond Basingstoke to a junction near Micheldever railway station. Here the A303 forked right to Andover and the A30 slipped south towards Stockbridge and Salisbury. The two roads thus framed to the north and south a segment of land about eighty-five miles long and shaped like a toucan’s beak, before coming together again near Honiton. There the A303 became defunct, as it still does, while the A30 continued to Exeter and eventually Penzance.


When Daphne du Maurier was first enchanted by Cornwall and its coast in the 1920s, the vast, tedious task of numbering Britain’s more important roads had been completed, on paper at least. But it took some years for the numbers to reach road signs and maps. A Geographia cloth road map for south-west England and south Wales – dating from about 1926 – classifies both the A303 and the A30 as Class 1 (A) Ministry of Transport Roads, without numbers. The A303 officially came into existence on 1 April 1933, but the maps did not hurry to catch up. The 1937 Roadmaster map of England, Wales and Scotland – ‘specially designed for motoring’ and ‘prepared according to the Berquvist Easy Reference system’ – designated both roads as first class, with their numbers but without the ‘A’. The map attached to the Trunks Road Act of 1936 showed the A30 as the route to the west, with the A303 nowhere.


If de Winter was following Ministry of Transport advice, he would definitely have taken the A30 via Salisbury. But he might have known better. Even then – the novel was written in 1937 – traffic jams were becoming a familiar problem, and the likeliest place to encounter them was where a main road had to squeeze and twist itself through the centre of a busy town on a course designed for carts and horse-drawn carriages. It may well be – I put it no more strongly – that having got through Staines, Egham and Bagshot, he quailed at the prospect of Salisbury and Yeovil, not to mention Shaftesbury, Sherborne and Chard.


It’s also possible that he had a copy of the National Road Book compiled by R.T. Lang and published in 1936. This indispensable volume contained, in a way characteristic of its age, an address to ‘the Good Companions of the Road, helping each other along the ways in that good nature and cheerful spirit which is bred by love of the countryside’. Dealing with the task of getting from London to Land’s End, Lang recommended leaving the A30 at Basingstoke, taking the old coach road via Overton to Andover, then forking left onto the A303 for a ‘wild, open run across Salisbury Plain’ and on to Honiton – ‘a direct and mostly falling road through what Defoe called “the most beautiful landskip in the world” ’. Who could resist such an invitation?


Nevertheless, on the trunk road map that accompanied Alfred Barnes’ statement on future plans to Parliament in 1946, the A30 remained the senior route to the west. But within a few years officials looked at the situation again. They noticed that the A30 was afflicted with an undue number of town centre bottlenecks, and they decided that the less encumbered A303 might be a better bet. The AA Roadbook of 1957 advised motorists heading from London to Cornwall to turn from the A30 onto the A303 at Micheldever. On 1 April the London Gazette recorded that the A303 – as far as it went – was hitherto to be regarded as the trunk road to Penzance.
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