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EAST COAST MAIN LINE: NEVER DULL IN HULL? 






Standing on the concourse at King's Cross station, a quarter of an hour before my train north, I get a strange sensation. Around me are hundreds of people, mainly commuters judging by the suits and laptop bags, as well as others catching trains to go home, and students with huge rucksacks. But here I am with my black roll-along case about to go on holiday. 


I peer around, feeling like an outsider: what am I doing taking a long weekend break in Britain by train? Everyone else seems to be bustling with purpose; absorbed in their routines. They don't look like tourists. But I am one: about to visit a place I'd never have thought of seeing for anything but work (a dull trade conference perhaps, or a last-minute business meeting). It almost seems old-fashioned, I suddenly realise as I gaze towards the platforms, as if I've stepped back in time: I'm taking a break in the UK to a spot that somehow feels forgotten and that's certainly not what most people identify with 'holiday', travelling along rail tracks laid down in the nineteenth century before planes had even been invented. 


Next to the departure board, there's a large television. 'WATCHDOG SLAMS HEATHROW AND GATWICK' says a headline. Britain's Competition Commission has attacked airport authorities for 'failing to manage security queues, causing unacceptable delays to passengers, crew and flights', the presenter announces, in a weary tone that seems to suggest: 'Yes, they've messed it all up again.' The authorities, the presenter continues, have acted 'against the public interest'. I look about the station again, glad not to be stuck in a security jam at Heathrow or Gatwick. There's a long row of strawberry-red 'Fast Ticket' machines, without a soul at them. There's a quirky florist selling sunflowers, a Marks and Spencer and a sandwich shop called Ixxy's from where I've just bought an expensive bagel and a drink for the trip. A couple of very camp middle-aged men pass by. One is in charge of a bright white, fluffy poodle that looks as though it's just been put through a washing machine. He theatrically says to his companion: 'The one thirty to Darlington. That's the one you want, dear!' A young man with a bushy beard, a waistcoat and spectacles is reading a slim book of poetry (T. S. Eliot) by the ticket machines. He's leaning against a wall with his legs stretched out casually, looking as though he's waiting for an English literature lecture. 


There's an almost bohemian feel to the place. It's laid-back, simple to navigate, and a far cry from all the airport queues. I'd probably still be at check-in at Heathrow. Here I'm walking towards a small, shiny green train, already on my way. 


So begins my journey into Unsung Britain, on a sunny early October day. I'm heading for Hull and I'm on a mission: to see the parts of the country that most people choose to ignore. I'm soon to become very well acquainted with Britain's train stations (not always quite as relaxed as King's Cross on my first morning) as well as some of the country's most overlooked, least celebrated spots: places that I know from newspaper reports, but have rarely, if ever, seen in the travel section pages. Am I mad? After all, as a journalist working for the travel desk of a national paper I have access to some of the most exotic, exclusive and downright glamorous locations on the globe. It's my job to fly to sunny, far-away locations. 


So why am I waiting for a train to Hull at 10 a.m. on a cold Friday morning? I suppose I could just pretend I'm bored of hot climes, pristine beaches and living it up, but that wouldn't be quite true (although once you've been to one all-inclusive resort with palm trees and pools with swim-up bars, you've really been to them all). What it comes down to is that I'm simply very curious about the parts of Britain that so often get passed by. What goes on in the bits of the country that so few people bother to see: the parts so few ever reach? After spending six months travelling through the 'unspellable', off-the-beaten-track parts of Eastern Europe for How Low Can You Go? – a book on places you can't pronounce, but can reach on dirt-cheap budget flights – I've realised that one of the best ways to get to know a country is to take yourself to the less touristy, less obvious destinations. And let's face it: things don't get much less touristy than Slough (waiting for me with its famous trading estate a couple of weekends away). Finding out how these places sell themselves as 'tourist sights', how they chase the increasingly important tourist pound, will give me an insight into life in Britain that I just wouldn't have got in traditional holiday spots. 


At least, I hope so. This will be an 'off-duty' adventure for me – unlike the trips I take for my travel writing work, I will be doing this one purely out of personal curiosity. I want to see what I can as a 'holidaymaker', but I'm interested in more than just the obvious attractions: I intend to be nosy… very nosy. I'll use the skills and contacts I have from being a reporter in my day job to unearth stories the casual visitor might well miss. And who knows what characters I'll bump into and discoveries I'll make along the way (or, for that matter, what mishaps and misunderstandings await). 


What's going on in Derry, Salford, Croydon and Milton Keynes? I want to know – even if my (very understanding) girlfriend Anne thinks I'm definitely going round the bend this time. When I announced the idea, which came to me when I was in the office one day writing an article on the latest boutique hotels in the Indian Ocean, she commented in a tone that seemed to be pushing me in a slightly sunnier direction: 'But aren't the Maldives quite nice at this time of year?' 


To which I replied: 'That's not the point. The Maldives may be nice, but they're boring.' 


At this, she cocked an eyebrow and gave me a steady look: 'And Slough is interesting?' 


My parents simply could not get their heads round it ('Are you sure, Tom?'), while friends reacted either with 'rather you than me, mate' or with a barely contained look of glee that appeared to be a mixture of good old-fashioned Schadenfreude and: 'At least he's not off somewhere hot this time.' 


But I've decided to do it now: to go to Hull and Slough, on a series of weekend breaks over the next four months. What the hell: give it a go, it'll be an adventure… even if it is a peculiar one. What, if anything, might visiting all these unsung places reveal about life in Britain? What will I learn about the country that I wouldn't have if I'd just mooched about at home? It's only four months of unusual weekends in the UK, it's not as though I'm quitting everything and heading around the globe for a year with a backpack, or sailing round the world in a dinghy. What will my weekend jaunts throw up for me? Will going to the places everyone loves to overlook be the adventure I'm hoping it will turn out to be? And if I can have a good time in Hull, could I begin to think twice about the whole nature of 'taking a holiday'? Is 'home' (Britain) the new 'away', as so many people seem to say these days? Anyway, will we be able to afford much 'away' in the future? Does being green mean learning to love Milton Keynes? If we open our eyes to the delights of the places we usually ignore, might we actually be delighted? 


Or is all this thinking about things too much? 


Just about everyone has a joke at the expense of places like Croydon and Coventry. There are even books with titles like Crap Towns and Don't Go There that mercilessly poke fun. But I'm setting off to prove them wrong. I'm planning an eclectic and, I hope, fun journey starting in Hull, travelling to places I never dreamed I'd visit, and ending in Hell (Hell, in this instance, being a bay with that name in the Scilly Isles). From Hull to Hell: what's happening in Britain's 'backwaters'? 






I didn't have a clue. And that's exactly how it should be. If travel is about adventure – a trip into the unknown – that's precisely how it feels as I set off from King's Cross on my way to Hull. 


The train surprises us by leaving right on time. A dapper elderly man in a tweed jacket sitting beside me taps his watch to confirm this – 'Right on time,' he says, looking pleased and slightly amazed – as we roll slowly out of North London past council estates, red-brick terraces and building sites piled with rubble. Soon we're racing away. The capital disappears in a flash, and before I know it lovely biscuit-coloured fields materialise, criss-crossed with hedges and dotted with haystacks. Tiny villages with churches and cosy-looking pubs come and go. Cricket pitches, copses and lakes fly by. As I look out, I'm reminded of John Major's comment on Englishness, in which he drew on the words of George Orwell: 'Fifty years on from now, Britain will still be the country of long shadows on cricket grounds, warm beer, invincible green suburbs, dog lovers and pool fillers, and as George Orwell said: "old maids bicycling to holy communion through the morning mist".' There is no mist, but the sun breaks through the clouds and the fields turn golden. Solitary trees in vast cornfields cast thoughtful shadows. I lean back in my seat as the English countryside in all its glory unfolds: mustard fields, clusters of cows, chestnut horses, hedgerows lined with cow parsley, farmers in red tractors quietly going about their business with bounding black-and-white dogs in tow. 


I buy a coffee from a friendly cafe assistant – 'You're having a weekend break in Hull?' she asks, as though she hadn't quite heard me correctly – and take in my carriage. A tall, studious-looking man with cropped hair has fallen fast asleep with his legs poking into the aisle and his laptop in view. An odd screen-saver message reads: 'Physics is my friend.' Opposite, a busty woman with dyed-red hair is reading a novel called Tell Me Your Dreams. A loud man with a Yorkshire accent is having a mobile phone conversation about betting on football matches. 'A hundred to thirty, a hundred to thirty. That's what it is. Not bad, eh?' he says in a voice that suggests he's definitely got the bookies on the run this time. 'I might lose you. I might lose you. It's cutting out. No it isn't. Are you there? Last game of the season. Worth a punt. Are you there? Yes, to win the Champions League!' 


Peterborough passes in a blur of B&Qs, Asdas, train depots, cement plants and fields of sheep. Grantham's spire peeks beyond the red, white and blue facade of Sportsdirect.com's warehouse and a shop called Pets at Home. Then comes a shanty-town of allotments, followed by rugby pitches and a tunnel in the lead-up to Doncaster, where there's a warehouse with men in orange uniforms and hard hats, a canal full of crumpled shopping trolleys and a wall covered with graffiti… Not exactly your usual holiday fare, perhaps. An advert at Selby station is for Thomson-fly.com: 'FLY AWAY ON OUR LOW-FARE FLIGHTS FROM DONCASTER-SHEFFIELD!' it says in big red letters. But who needs flights, I'm thinking, as we shoot past Selby across a pancake-flat landscape? The sun is out. Steam coming from the cooling towers of a power station makes the whole vista look like the deck of an enormous ship heading out to sea. The power station is, I suddenly realise, really quite beautiful (if you squint your eyes a bit). Travelling as a tourist on my way to a place so disassociated with tourism is already making me see the country differently. 


I'm actually beginning to feel like I'm on holiday as the Humber comes into view: a huge mercury swirl under a strangely matching sky. Again I try to work out where I would have been if I had been travelling on a plane. We're a quarter of an hour from Paragon station in Hull. At Heathrow or Stansted I'd probably not have taken off yet; instead I'm a few minutes from my destination. No security queues to come. No carousel scramble. No costly taxi or confusing buses into town. 


Thank God for that. The Humber Bridge emerges, its suspension cables seeming delicate and spider-like. A survey, I've just read, has put the bridge at number six in the 'Seven Wonders of the UK' behind Big Ben, the Eden Project, the Millennium Wheel, Buckingham Palace and the Angel of the North (but ahead of Wembley Stadium). I've never had a good look at it before. What a fantastic structure. What a feat of engineering. Not bad: just a few hours after leaving home I've already seen a 'wonder of the UK'. Beyond the bridge, the river is vast and solemn. We slide slowly by a road with lorries carrying pale-blue cargo containers marked Finnlines and Maersk. We pass a gravel depot. A yellow digger is destroying a derelict terrace. There's an industrial chimney, a large red-brick building, a 1970s estate painted pink and a wavy-roofed Tesco. A jolly voice clicks on the loudspeaker and tells us that 'Marie-Anne, Ruth and driver Jim' would like to thank us for travelling with Hull Trains. The carriages pull in to a quiet station with a green and white iron roof. We have arrived in Hull. We're five minutes early. King's Cross feels a very long way away. What, I'm wondering, happens in Hull? 


I guess I'm about to find out. 
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