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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.




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MAIL

OBSESSION

(P77 7777777777777 2777








OEBPS/images/logo.gif
WCEN

WEIDENFELD @ NICOLSON







OEBPS/images/intro.jpg
INTRODUCTION






OEBPS/images/contents.jpg
(ONTENTS






OEBPS/images/fimg.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
1
"J\l\glh c';gsEAss!c!ﬁ

D A Journey
2 Round Britain
\{%\i&@ By Postcode





