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About the Book

Back in the fifties, motoring was a liberating experience. Before motorways, traffic jams and road rage, the leisurely Sunday drive could be the highlight of the week. Now, armed with period driving guides, Richard Wilson has packed his picnic, flask and himself into some very stylish vintage cars to retrace six classic routes through the UK and recreate the pleasure of the golden age of motoring for BBC TV.

Including the dramatic winding roads of the North Cornwall coast, the lochs and peaks of the Central Highlands and the bronze-age monoliths of the North Yorkshire moors, Richard explores some of the most striking and beautiful scenery and landmarks Britain has to offer. Along the way he meets the people who live there and remember how these places once were, and wonders why things aren’t what they used to be.


About the Author

At the age of 27, Richard Wilson applied to RADA and was accepted, to his utter disbelief. He has since had a long and successful acting career and is best known for his starring role as Victor Meldrew in the BBC’s award-winning situation comedy One Foot in the Grave. He has acted on the silver screen as well as directing and performing in a number of West End productions, and most recently appeared in the BBC’s fantasy drama Merlin.

Nigel Richardson is an award-winning travel writer and the former deputy travel editor of the Daily Telegraph.


Foreword

A LONGSIDE THE A4086, IN THE village of Llanrug, north Wales, stands a row of rusting, derelict petrol pumps that look at least half a century old. The sight of them triggers happy memories in car drivers of a certain vintage. A garage, in the 1950s, was an oasis of civilisation on the wild and windy highway. It didn’t merely sell fuel – measured in gallons, naturally, and personally dispensed by an attendant. Kitted out in crisp brown overalls, said attendant would also check your water and oil levels, inspecting the dipstick with a professorial air, sponge the insects off your windscreen, sew your jacket button back on, and send you on your way with a cheery wave. Nowadays you pull into a multi-functional road mall, fill up under the impatient eye of the driver behind you, and pass a PIN terminal over to a bloke who hardly raises his head from the magazine he’s looking at – except to tell you, with an air of satisfaction, that your card has been rejected.

Ah, the 1950s. They really were the best decade in which to own and drive a car in Britain – weren’t they? The truth is that few of us remember the reality – the mechanical unreliability, rudimentary comforts and relatively high accident rates. In all these areas, the experience of driving in Britain has improved immeasurably. Nevertheless, in the ways that really matter driving – sorry, ‘motoring’ – was the real thing then, no contest.

For a start motoring was a novelty. Even by the end of the 1950s, just a third of households had access to a car. And cars were fun. They weren’t designed by computers like today’s characterless and indistinguishable driving pods. They had personalities and were as comically varied as the different dog breeds at Crufts. Think of the Sunbeam Rapier convertible, whitewall-tyred and slightly spivvy, with a touch of Private Walker in Dad’s Army; or the Austin A35, a painfully shy little saloon that wouldn’t say boo to a mouse, let alone a goose. They were made of proper materials, like leather and wood, not plastic and velour (even if they are fire-retardant), and smelt pleasantly of hide and baccy.

A car was a doted-on companion, as frequently polished as driven, and motoring was innocent. We had no thought for the finite nature of the earth’s resources, nor the damage that was being stored up by burning them in our car engines. Now we know we have sold our souls to the devil that is the combustion engine. We continue to drive, but it has become a not-entirely-respectable activity in which we mentally tot up the carbon we must be emitting into Planet Pressure Cooker each time we take the car out. Enjoyable? Hardly.

Motoring also bestowed freedom back then. In the 1950s, the decade before cheap charter flights revolutionised holidays, the car represented a new and highly individualised form of leisure that didn’t rely on the mass outing by charabanc or train. You could customise your own itinerary and stop where you pleased – a convenient option when you’d been on the sauce all day at Skeggy (breathalyser testing wasn’t introduced on British roads until 1967).

Finally, motoring was an adventure. People got about much less in those days – even vicariously, as we do today, via high definition widescreen images in the corner of the living room. Much of their own country was to all intents and purposes a foreign land. ‘It is probably still true, in spite of the great increase in motoring, that few people have a really intimate knowledge of more than a strictly limited area,’ wrote Christopher Trent in one of the most popular guidebooks of the decade, Motoring Holidays in Britain, published in 1959.

A great wodge of motoring guides was published in the 1950s, recommending different itineraries and places to stay and even offering useful nuggets of ‘driving philosophy’ such as this gem from Car Driving in Two Weeks by Lawrence Nathan, published in 1956: ‘Everyone on the road, including pedestrians, is mentally deficient, therefore it all depends on you.’

A belated addition to that wodge of motoring books, Britain’s Best Drives takes half a dozen of the most popular routes recommended in the 1950s literature and roadtests them today in a series of iconic cars of the period. The blessed intervention of synchromesh came too late for our classic fleet, so bear with us when we get the double declutching wrong and make some bloodcurdling crunches down into first. Otherwise, the results are a revelation. Yes, driving in Britain has changed hugely over the intervening half-century. There were 5.7 million cars on British roads by the end of the 1950s compared to nearly 30 million now. The first stretch of motorway, just over eight miles, was opened in 1958; now there are more than 2,000 miles of blue-signed, multilaned fast track. But away from the congestion and rude gestures that are part and parcel of driving in and around our major conurbations, Britain’s roads – and the people you meet along the way – offer an insight into ways of life and thinking that have changed less than you may imagine.

From the westernmost edge of Cornwall to The Trossachs of the Central Highlands of Scotland, we drive through some of the most beautiful landscapes in Britain. Each has a fascinating story to tell of how it has been shaped by tourism, industry, literature and even television, while the people we run into are as varied, resourceful and extraordinary as only ‘ordinary’ people can be.

So what are we waiting for? The tank is full, the oil checked and the water topped up. Pull on the string-backed gloves. Pack the Thermos and get the old cloth maps from the glovebox. Let’s get motoring.

Richard Wilson and Nigel Richardson


Chapter 1

The North Yorkshire Moors
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Scarborough – A171 to Scalby – unclassified road to Hackness and Langdale End – Dalby Forest Drive – unclassified road to A169 – A169 north, turning on to unclassified road for Goathland – back to A169, to Whitby
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