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For Karen, in the year
 of our very own M25!
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Introduction

“The M25 is a form of social control to ensure disruptive elements in society are neutralised by keeping a significant proportion of them in continual motion.”

Will Self

There has never been a more talked-about road in Britain than the M25 motorway round London. Its regular traffic reports are as British as the latest weather news and the shipping forecast. Every day it plays transient host to a seething mass of humanity on the move, a mass that includes commuters, supermarket delivery drivers, British and foreign truckers, jacket-on-a-hanger salesmen, tradesmen, day trippers, tourists, visiting relatives, football teams and their fans, airport-goers, Channel Tunnel-goers, festival-goers and many other goers besides.

When the M25 works, it works, slashing journey times round London and on to destinations in Britain and beyond. When it doesn’t work, the knives come out. Highways England (formerly the Highways Agency) is vilified alongside politicians, urban planners, road construction companies, bad drivers, the emergency services and anyone else who might possibly be responsible for delaying motorists’ lives for a matter of minutes or occasionally hours.

The road took 11 years to build between 1975 and 1986, but the need for an orbital route round London was being talked about as early as 1905, when the city streets were already congested with horse-drawn traffic, early motor cars and the first electric tramcars. But for every visionary and urban planner, there would in time be a hundred conscientious objectors, those who had cast-iron reasons why their plot of land should not under any circumstances be interfered with, or why their eyes and ears should not be offended by the sights and sounds of a monstrous motorway designed for the benefit of others. It was never going to be easy, then, and perhaps it was more than symbolic that it was driven through to completion during the Thatcher years, for this was a prime minister who had long experience of dealing with meddlesome people intent on interfering with her ideals. If she could handle the miners, the trade unionists and General Galtieri, she could probably handle a few thousand road objectors.

But the objectors in fact won many battles, before and after Thatcher took office. The changes they brought about saved whole communities from the invading army of diggers, but they also resulted in a motorway that cost more, took longer to build, couldn’t cope with demand, and often had to be built through terrain that was far from ideal from a construction point of view. Embankments were built high, chalk was dug deep so that hills might be scaled rather than skirted, interchanges were complicated and enough trees were planted to create a circular forest. Engineering triumph after engineering triumph protected many of the towns and villages of outer London from the motorway and conversely denied the motorway’s users many fine views of the Home Counties.

There are still many sights to be enjoyed while ‘driving the doughnut’, however, and many more still by exiting the motorway at any of its 33 junctions to seek out the often hidden treasures beyond. This book tries to look beyond the obvious and seeks to enlighten and enhance our enjoyment of a 117-mile (188-km) circular road to nowhere that ultimately, one way or another, leads to everywhere.
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