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PRAISE FOR THE GREAT NORTH ROAD

 

"I was going to ride the Great North Road and write about it... but in the light of this annoyingly good book, I won't."

Tim Moore


 

"Weaving the history of the old road with the colour and the characters of today, Steve proves that any journey is an adventure if you know where to look."


Alastair Humphreys


 

"An enjoyable ode to a road that cyclists planning a trip will love, with entertaining nuggets of trivia and history for anyone who has ever hit the A1 for a long drive. Silk is a man on a mission, snaking alongside the main carriages on his winding passage by bike north via many a cafe and old coaching inn (many of which Charles Dickens visited, apparently). This journey may just give the lockdown Lycra brigade ideas."


Tom Chesshyre


 

"I love this book. I love the idea of considering something as mundane and utilitarian as the A1(M) in a fascinating, historical context. Who knew that behind this seemingly endless snake of concrete and tarmac lies the makings of a fabulous journey of pilgrimage? It is a joy to learn about the background to Steve's journey and to follow him as he makes his way along his very own Great North Road."


Rachel Ann Cullen
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PREFACE





One hundred years ago, the most famous road in Britain ceased to exist. The Ministry of Transport had declared that numbers were the future, not names. So the Great North Road – the highway used down the ages by kings, queens, government troops, retreating rebels, pack horses, drovers, stage coaches, highwaymen, footpads, mail coaches, Penny Farthings and early motor cars – was quietly steered onto history's hard shoulder. In the summer of 1921, the A1 was born.


  Under its new title, the old road has gone from strength to crash-barriered strength. Over the last century it's hard to remember a time when the A1 wasn't being widened, improved or upgraded. Now many a memory of the old days lies crushed beneath vast quantities of reinforced concrete and tarmac. More than half of the highway's 400 miles are effectively a motorway – the A1(M), a contradiction in terms.


  Nonetheless, the original name has refused to die. Villagers from Hertfordshire in England to East Lothian in Scotland still talk about how their main road used to be part of a greater whole. At some deeper level the idea of a Great North Road remains embedded in the British psyche, even if the modern reality is rather more prosaic – an overcrowded bypass just to the west of Baldock, for example. Physical remnants survive too. There are stretches where the new has been built next to the old, rather than on top of it: an orphaned mile or so in locations such as Tempsford in Bedfordshire, Stilton in Cambridgeshire or Cromwell in Nottinghamshire. Stand on one of these forgotten high streets and it's remarkably easy to visualise a time when the mail coach was the king of the road – the horses' hooves clattering and the guard blowing his horn. 


  The Great North Road… Savour those four words. For reasons that I can't quite explain, the compass point is important. Which proper traveller can resist a road sign with a crisp, white arrow pointing to "The North" in nononsense sans-serif?


 



 

The concept of numbering roads had begun in France in the nineteenth century under Napoleon Bonaparte. André Michelin, the founder of the tyre company, later became a fan of these "N" – or national – roads radiating from Paris. Once he had made the system more organised over there, he tried to persuade the British government to adopt it. After the First World War, he won over the Director-General of Roads in the newly created Ministry of Transport. By 1921 Sir Henry Maybury had decided to take the plunge. The top six highways would be spokes from London, the next three would have Edinburgh as their hub. There was some argument over the precise order. At one point the Portsmouth Road was going to be the A2 rather than the A3; similarly, the Bath Road would have been designated the A3 rather than the A4. But all agreed which road would be the first among equals. The Great North Road had to become the A1 – it was the longest, the grandest and the only one to run from capital to capital. It took a while for the system to catch on. Earlier in 1921 the Berwickshire News had confidently reported that the highway between London and Edinburgh was to be called "Road Number 1". However, by July civil servants were writing their memos and by October mapping companies were preparing to update their charts with the new A-road designations. In 1921, Britain bade farewell to The Great North Road. 

 



 

My first experience of the A1 came as a 19-year-old student bound for Newcastle from London via the National Express coach service. With an elongated sports bag in one hand and a standard-issue 1980s ghetto-blaster in the other, I saw the road as never-ending and the coach as simply the cheapest way of getting from A to B.

  Over the next four years I rode it, car-shared it, hitch-hiked it and drove it. I stopped at all the services and despaired at all the road works. But, slowly, the A1 started to seep into my soul. My first job was as a newspaper reporter in Darlington, using it to cover the misdemeanours of Catterick squaddies at Richmond Magistrates' Court or record the results of the "Best Cow with Calf at Feet" competition at a myriad of agricultural shows. Later, armed with a company car and a slightly better cut of suit, I patrolled the Peterborough patch as a regional TV reporter. All the time the A1 was expanding – eating up an ever-larger hinterland. Perhaps perversely, its quirks and its history were revealing themselves too. This wasn't a modern road suddenly imposed upon the landscape (like that American upstart Route 66…); it was the latest incarnation of a highway pieced together over centuries. 


  Now, fast forward a decade or two. I'd bought a bicycle and was out and about most weekends. Over the years the rides got longer and the machines got sleeker. Never a natural sportsman, I still managed my first 100-mile sportive – a glorious summer schlep around the lanes of Norfolk. So what should come next? A foreign jaunt? Land's End to John O'Groats? Or perhaps – after all these years – a return to the Great North Road, or "GNR" for short.


  It remained just an idea for a while – classic pub talk. But then I came across the writings of Charles G. Harper – an author who had set out to do exactly the same thing more than a century ago. I did my research. Harper already had a string of articles and books to his name when he turned his attention to the Great North Road. Slightly old-fashioned and very conservative, he had explored the highways between London and the South Coast by foot, "tramping the roads with all the ardour of the old pilgrim" as he liked to tell friends. But now, with 400 miles in front of him, he knew he would have to resort to something more new-fangled – a bicycle. The roads were quiet. Mail coaches were long gone, both people and goods went by rail instead. Harper would cycle into towns where the high streets seemed too broad for the remaining traffic. Even the picturesque coaching inns were struggling to survive. Few foresaw that the motor car would soon give roads a new lease of life. But a sense of lost grandeur seemed to appeal to him.


  "The story of the roads belongs to history, and history is, to your thoughtful man, quite as interesting as the best of novels," he declared.


  Those words stirred something in me. The 100th anniversary of the introduction of the A1 was surely the perfect time to go on my own pilgrimage. And thanks to a Victorian gentleman with a trademark moustache and bow tie, I had found a hero as well as a guide book.


  After that I moved quickly. I bought as old-fashioned a bicycle as I could find – a Jamis Aurora, complete with brown handlebar tape and full-length mudguards. It wasn't a road bike; it was sturdier than that. In fact the chap in the bike shop called it a tourer, which sounded suitably Harper-esque. Perhaps embarrassed by the fact that Jamis is an American marque, I made sure it came in British Racing Green and replaced the saddle with an expensive alternative from the famously English company Brooks – it's a B17 in honey brown for those who want to know. The single pannier was also expensive, but it attached to the frame with a satisfyingly crisp click. I then began to bemuse and amuse my cycling mates by getting into training mode, loaded up for a long journey even if we were only heading to the local greasy spoon. With or without the extra baggage, I needed to get acquainted with the bike, to make sure I understood its quirks – how it felt when I pedalled out of the saddle, the best combination of chainring and derailleur gears, and so on. It behaved itself beautifully. I was nearly there.


  These days, motorists can drive from London to Edinburgh in seven or eight hours if they really want to. I was aiming for 11 days. I wouldn't travel on the modern A1 – even if it was legal to do so. But I would stick as close as I could to the old route – whether that was via traditional inns in town centres or bypassed fragments on country stretches. I hoped that an ever-expanding network of cycle paths would help too.


  So, one Tuesday in May, I travelled down to London for a lunchtime Grand Départ. Along with both volumes of Harper's 1901 publication The Great North Road, I stowed a few spare clothes and rather more spare maps. If nothing else I was looking forward to travelling at a cyclist's pace, slow enough to notice how Britain subtly changes in character as one heads north – the landscape and the language, the architecture and the attitude. 


  This isn't a book about cycling, it's a book about a road. The Great North Road – undoubtedly the most romantic and most historic highway in the United Kingdom. 
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