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INTRODUCTION

Britain is crap.

It’s been said before. It’s been said, in fact, in the first book of Crap Towns. But when I wrote that sentence in 2003, I had no idea that it would remain so true for an entire decade. That Britain would, in fact, seem crapper than ever today.

If you’d told me back then that there would be even more absurd councils and bad planning decisions to write about, I’d have laughed even more than I was doing already. My co-editor and I were getting so many missives of woe and misery from all over the country – and so many of them were so hilariously well written – that it was hard to imagine anyone topping them. How could things get better? Or, conversely, how could Britain get even crapper?

Easily, it turned out.

Back in 2003, when the first book of Crap Towns came out, boarded-up high streets were a novelty. Youth unemployment was still sometimes regarded as a lifestyle choice instead of universal and compulsory. Riots were something that happened in history books – and not Ealing. Regeneration was a distinct possibility rather than a bitter joke. Money was flowing into previously crap towns like Hastings, Hull and Morecambe. Old buildings were being fixed up, new ones were being built – and, amazingly, they weren’t all awful.

But things did not, as we were promised, only get better. Instead, the bland brand makeover continued on our high streets. Tescos appeared everywhere, killing native businesses with the steady sureness of grey squirrels destroying their cuter red cousins.

Plenty of other corporations also worked to suck the life out of our high streets and thanked us for our custom by funnelling our money into offshore tax havens. Later, when the credit crunch struck, they left those same streets lifeless and empty.

Elsewhere, the recession, the coalition and a new generation of disaffected youth and a wizened cabal of greedy old bankers made themselves equally busy writing copy for this book. In 2012 critical mass was reached. Apparently spontaneously, a 2004 article from the Independent about the second book of Crap Towns spent several weeks in the top ten most-read stories on independent.co.uk. Then Gary Barlow sent hundreds of thousands of followers in our direction when he tweeted about how much he’d enjoyed reading the first book of Crap Towns. At the same time, the News and Star in Cleator Moor started raging about the fact that their town was ‘in the running’ to be included in the book. Even though Cleator Moor had already appeared in Crap Towns – a full ten years ago. ‘It’s not that bad,’ declared locals in a stirring defence.

Dan and I were yet to start thinking seriously about revisiting the project, but people were bombarding us with messages. They demanded to know when we were going to give Chipping Norton its just deserts, when we were going to reveal the truth about Banbury, why we hadn’t included Great Yarmouth in the earlier versions. Nominations started flooding in.

And on that last point at least, there is cause for celebration. The worst of Britain has also brought out the best. The national talent for mockery, self deprecation and laughing in the face of adversity remains as strong as ever. We still excel at gallows humour – and it’s a good job too, because we need it more than ever … Which is why Crap Towns has returned: by unpopular demand.

Sam Jordison
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SHEERNESS
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Motto: Known by their fruits

Population: 13,000

Average house price: £153,000

Famous residents: Rod Hull, Emu






In 1667, during the second Anglo-Dutch War, the Isle of Sheppey was captured by the enemy navy. It was a great victory for the Dutch, partly helped by some half-hearted resistance by the ill-fed, underpaid local garrison at Sheerness. However, after only a few days, the invaders abandoned their conquest and never returned. History regards their departure as a mystery, but common sense suggests they simply couldn’t stand being in Sheerness a moment longer.

Visiting today, it is easy to sympathise with the Dutch. The town may be less than 40 miles from London, but its atmosphere of decay and abandonment makes it feel as if you have travelled to one of the less scenic industrial towns of Siberia. Surrounded by a bleak landscape of mudflats, electricity pylons and waterlogged fields, it is hard to believe that this used to be a holiday destination for working-class Londoners.

Sheerness has managed to avoid becoming a clone town, but this is only because few retailers have bothered to open branches in an area blighted by badly built housing, obese locals and a wealth of empty industrial units.

On the plus side, Sheerness does cater for some very unusual niche markets. It might be short on organic cafes and antique shops, but how many other towns provide one-stop shopping for scrap metal and sex aids?

Buff Orpington
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