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CHAPTER 1

‘Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner’


Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner, that I love London so,

Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner, that I think of her, wherever I go,

I get a funny feeling inside of me, just walking up and down,

Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner, that I love London town.



I’M SORRY, BUT what the parted buttocks is that all about? Hubert Gregg penned the capital’s best-known anthem less than ten years after the launch of the London Monopoly board, but its lyrics hardly offer much in the way of insight. As an aid to establishing what it is about London we’re supposed to like, Hubert’s maddeningly circular argument proves stubbornly unhelpful. I’m reminded of the scene in Oliver! where Bill Sikes roars his response to Nancy’s whimpered inquiry as to the extent of his affections: ‘I lives with you, don’t I?’ Then twenty minutes later he beats her to death. And what about this funny feeling? Contemporary cynics might mutter about atmospheric pollution; at Hubert’s time of writing it could just as easily have been shrapnel.

Where were the majestic landmarks? Whither the Beach Boyish paeans to the irresistibility of London’s womanhood? Couldn’t Hube have fleshed things out with a chorus extolling its parks or pigeons or river? The most famous song about what at the time was certainly the world’s most renowned city, and there’s no so good they named it twice, the scandal and the vice, no Rio by the sea-oh, no I like Paris in the springtime. Men of Harlech is a better song, and precisely twelve people live in Harlech.

In fairness, Hubert’s failure to pin down London’s elusive charms is preferable at least to the dire lamentations of urban decay that have dominated the capital’s musical anthology since someone with an ear for a tune noticed the bridge kept falling down. The ‘Streets of London’ described by Ralph McTell are unsteadily trodden by shambling, filthy loons, and the Clash’s ‘London’s Burning’ cruelly raised false hopes for the fate of my school’s physics blocks with its confident assertion that even quite considerable structures might literally burst into flames by simple virtue of their capacity to generate tedium. Of course, you’d hardly imagine Bucks Fizz to have majored on dead cats and tramp’s vomit in their 1983 hit ‘London Town’ – although for all I know they did exactly that: I couldn’t bring myself to listen to it then and I’m certainly not about to now.

It’s not easy to find a Londoner ready to stand up for their home town: when the most recent Lonely Planet guide lambasted a city of filth, traffic and ‘yobbos’, the newspaper reporters despatched into the capital’s streets to procure some outraged vox-pop ripostes came back with their tapes full of mumbled assent. Demand an explanation as to what a Londoner likes about his home town and the floundering consequences are hilarious to behold. Minor celebrities witter unconvincingly to the Evening Standard about restaurants and architecture. A City gent stopped in the street by Newsroom SouthEast talks it up stalwartly as a global transport hub. Mayor Ken Livingstone’s departmental website proudly asserts that ‘London is special because three people a week try to kill themselves by jumping under a Tube train’. Overall, I think I’m happiest to align myself with an eight-year-old’s paean exhibited on a corridor wall at my children’s school: ‘It hardly ever gets flooded and it’s never too hot.’

I’m not sure how this reluctance to praise London came about. Perhaps it’s to do with embarrassment at the sheer dominance of the metropolis over its provincial brethren: London was once eleven times larger than its nearest rival, Liverpool, and today there are more Londoners aged over seventy-five than residents of Manchester. So what did I like about London? Though always aware of a slight swelling in the chest area when informing Continental acquaintances of my lifelong residence in what after all remains one of the world’s most famous cities, I still couldn’t understand why so many of their footballers came here in apparent preference to Rome or Barcelona.

Only when you break the city down into manageable postcode-sized pieces does London begin to come into focus. The principal sporting teams of almost every other important capital proudly incorporate the city’s name in their own – the New York Mets, Paris St Germain, Real Madrid – but London’s footballing giants flaunt their parochial origins. Tell a north Londoner that west is best – as I’ve often done – and they’ll suddenly remember they’ve got a tongue in their head, as well as a sock full of snooker balls in their hand. The reluctance of cab drivers to venture south of the river is a London cliché. And it’s certainly not difficult to think of warm lyrical tributes to constituent parts of the unwieldy whole – ‘A Nightingale Sang In Berkeley Square’, ‘Waterloo Sunset’, and of course Marvin Gaye’s ‘Sexual Ealing’.

This at least raised some hope for my hatching scheme: London did begin to make sense if you cut its big picture up into small snaphots, and although I might have no idea how to do this, I knew a man who had. An old man with a top hat and a moustache, bursting through a capital O near you today. From the Old Kent Road to Mayfair, the Monopoly board distilled London into twenty-two cameo performances; if I went and watched them all perhaps I’d make sense of an otherwise overwhelming production. What did those twenty-two snapshots reveal about London? And as you stuck them all together would you watch a profound truth about this enigmatic city gradually take shape before your eyes, or just end up with a really shit collage?

If I’d known then what I subsequently discovered – that no fewer than seven Monopoly streets, starting in clockwise order from Pall Mall and spanning every set on the way to Park Lane, had been described as either London’s finest thoroughfare, or Europe’s, or the world’s – I’d have realised that even culling Greater London’s 45,687 streets into twenty-two hardly unmuddied the waters. But at the time it seemed a reasonably straightforward method of answering questions that were beginning to acquire a strange urgency: who was actually responsible for choosing these twenty-two streets back in the thirties, and what did their choices reveal about London then and now?

I began telling people that I was going round the Monopoly board, though because even when I got my children to whisper ‘but, like, in real life’ afterwards this didn’t sound particularly epic – sponsored Boy Scouts do it in an afternoon – I soon adopted a rather more grandiose mission statement. I was going to tell the story of London, or at least its last few chapters, through the Monopoly board’s twenty-two streets. That did the job for me, but if there was one thing I should have learned it’s that when it comes to Monopoly everyone feels entitled to the last word.

‘Not bothering with the stations, then?’ snided a neighbour, and I tutted and said, yes, all right, and the stations.

‘What about Jail?’ asked Birna, my wife, and with my blood up I fired back a reckless retort – fine, and I’ll do the utilities and Free Parking and all.

That should have been that, but it wasn’t quite. ‘But Daddy,’ began Kristjan, in a voice painstakingly purged of smarm, ‘who are you going to play against?’

It wasn’t quite so snappy now. ‘I’m going to tell the story of London by visiting the twenty-six streets and stations on the Monopoly board, along with appropriate but as yet undecided activities on every other square except the Chances and Community Chests, and in order to . . .’

‘Well, and Super Tax and Income Tax.’

‘. . . and in order to . . .’

‘And GO, obviously.’

‘. . . and in order to achieve this I will be playing myself in a cashless, one-player facsimile of a game, equipping myself with a board and concomitant accessories and throwing the dice to dictate my progress between the colour groups, which for the sake of simplicity I shall treat as a single entities rather than three . . .’

‘Or two.’

‘. . . or two individual properties.’

And when they realised I’d finished everyone would dutifully raise their eyebrows and nod slowly, and then someone would say, ‘So you’re counting Go To Jail as part of Jail, then.’


CHAPTER 2

Advance to Go
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FILTH-FACED STEVEDORES, bowler hats streaming out of Tube subways, milkmen pushing handcarts, dicky-bowed Bertie Woosters and plump old women waddling uncertainly through gaps between trams: as revealed by my trawl through the capital’s photographic libraries, few cities have ever more richly earned the flogged horse-corpse appellation ‘City of Contrasts’ as London in Monopoly’s year zero.

In 1936 London stood on the threshold of the consumerist age, yet had somehow got its pelvis wedged in the Victorian porch out front. So although there were Maltesers and the speaking clock, there were also chimney sweeps and lamplighters cycling through the streets. Britain’s millionth telephone was cast in gold and presented to the City of London’s elders at Mansion House, and in October the world’s first proper televisions went on sale in the West End; but then again sheep grazed in Green Park and St Paul’s – as it would be until the sixties – was still the city’s tallest building.

Most of these contrasts suggest a city split between the very rich and the very poor, but in 1936 Britain was beginning to squeeze its population in from the extremes: a transition, in effect, from a Cluedo nation split between Colonel Mustard and his servants to a populist Monopoly, where with a bit of luck and judgement an Austin Seven and a Metroland semi was within everyone’s grasp. A bit more of both and you could bag a place in Mayfair. The game was emblematic of a new economic and social mobility.

Exuding the grateful humility of a lottery-winning pensioner, I’ve always thought Uncle Pennybags made an inappropriate ambassador for such a cut-throat game. Far better that slicked-back, winking conman phased out by Waddington in the early sixties: the original Loadsamoney, waving his wardrobe-sized wad with a horribly cocky leer that told you it had not been acquired through honest toil. If he represented London, it was a very different London from the E.M. Forster depictions. Greed was good; if you’ve got it, flaunt it. In London, you could out-Yank the Yanks.

This was what drove people to the capital. London was the planet’s financial centre, and handled almost 40 per cent of Britain’s trade with its vast and sprawling Empire. Almost 1,700,000 Londoners commuted to jobs in offices, shops or hotels in the City and West End, and almost as many worked on the shopfloor: 35,000 alone at Ford’s new Dagenham plant out at the East End, and more still along the light industrial parades lining the dual carriageways as they wound out towards the new suburbs. Of the 644 factories opened in Britain in the five years after 1932, 532 were in Greater London.

A 1937 eulogy of the capital, subtitled Heart of the Empire and Wonder of the World, concluded, ‘It can truthfully be said that nowhere else in the world today is there so large a community enjoying so high an average level of comfort as London, nor has there been at any time in history.’ Well, if you put it like that, said the miner’s daughter in Jarrow, and ran down to the station for a single to King’s Cross.

This, in truth, had been going on for rather a long time. In the sixteenth century, the city had been a European backwater and a global irrelevance. By 1800 it had grown into the continent’s largest city, and by 1900, when only six European cities needed seven figures to total their populations, London was more than a million ahead of its nearest rival, Paris. In the last decade of the nineteenth century, four hundred newcomers were settling in London every day. By the twenties it was the largest city the world had ever known, and driven by an astonishing expansion into the countryside around still it grew: the number of commuters using Rayners Lane station, out near the Piccadilly line’s western extremity, rose from 20,000 in 1931 to a monstrous four million just six years later. In 1938 the city’s population would break through nine million, a total that has since been falling consistently and is likely to remain as the high-water mark.

It was all terribly exciting. Most of the information I was acquiring shouldn’t be soberly acquired in clock-ticking libraries, I felt, but blared out of Tannoys by an over-animated newsreel commentator. I couldn’t wait to get going. But there was only one place to start my tour of London, and that, of course, was Leeds.

I once went out with a girl from just outside Leeds, so I know there are some very nice places in Leeds, or anyway just outside Leeds. It was difficult to imagine a locale entitled Sheepscar being one of these, particularly given its challenging proximity to the unpeopled post-industrial wastelands of Chapeltown. Marooned in a bleak urban prairie of under-trafficked roundabouts and Victorian rubble, the West Yorkshire Archive Service had the air of a decommissioned signal box. Housed in a squat red-brick building, it was identified by rusting capitals spelling out SHEEPSCAR.

Digits over the door dated the archive warehouse – once a local public library in the days when there had been a local public – to 1936, of appropriate, and I hoped auspicious antiquity. It smelt of Plasticine; a boss-eyed alderman glared down from his frame on the stairwell. The elderly archivist I’d spoken to had my material ready on a big oak table: three dusty cardboard boxes tied with cotton tape, very like those my grandfather used to have his laundered shirts returned in. ‘The Waddington files,’ he said, withdrawing immediately to a distant office.

‘Manufactured in Great Britain by John Waddington Ltd, Leeds’ was a phrase burned into my cerebral cortex. It was on the front of the box, and on the back of the rules, and I’d always known that if I wanted to get any closer to finding out why the London board was as it was I’d end up in West Yorkshire. I lifted the top one’s lid, sneezed twice, withdrew a 1946 Parker Brothers catalogue and in opening it felt corroded staples perish in my palms.

‘The Monopoly Story’ detailed within was very much the official one, describing how unemployed boiler salesman Charles Darrow had invented the game at his kitchen table in Germantown, Pennsylvania, during the spring of 1930. Darrow, a typical victim of the Depression, fancied himself as an inventor but had enjoyed little success with previous efforts that failed to find that elusive middle way between the dull (an improved bridge scoring pad) and the daft (anyone for a ‘combined bat and ball’?). ‘Why he chose to devise a game based on real estate nobody knows,’ a Monopoly website had claimed. ‘In later years he couldn’t remember.’

Darrow died in 1967, still stubbornly failing to recall any contact with The Landlord Game, patented in 1904 by Elizabeth Magie of Philadelphia (Germantown’s nearest city) and widely played across Pennsylvania in the years after. Intriguingly intended to ridicule an unjust tax system and condemn rather than glorify ruthless property speculators, her game was played on a board with nine squares between corners, two of these being Go and Go To Jail. Proceeding around this board, players bought properties (as well as railways, water works and an electric company) and charged rent for them. The game became known as Auction Monopoly, and then – yes – Monopoly.

In fact, Darrow’s sole contribution – not on the face of it one that merited a life of improbably moneyed leisure as the first millionaire game inventor, particularly when set against the $500 Magie later accepted to shut her up – was to place the emphasis on acquiring sets to build houses. A small but hugely significant step. Monopoly wouldn’t be much fun without the thrill of acquiring what the rules kept telling us to describe as ‘all the sites of a complete colour group’. Getting a set in Monopoly is a little like becoming a parent: you devote all your financial and emotional resources trying to nurture and develop your little ones, and when they let you down, you flog them to the bank.

Monopoly would be no sort of game without the joy of sets. Elizabeth Magie might have invented the wheel, but Darrow came up with the axle that made it roll. And roll and roll: having first played his friends on an old piece of tarpaulin hand-painted with the names of Atlantic City streets, Darrow was soon taking orders from local department stores at four bucks a throw. When the orders went wholesale, Darrow’s cottage-industry production line couldn’t cope and in 1934 he contacted toy giants Parker Brothers.

Knowing a thing or two about board games, but clearly no more than that, Parkers rejected Monopoly out of hand. The most heinous of the game’s ‘fifty-two fundamental errors’ was its lack of a specific end: a Parker Bros title was expected to last no more that forty-five minutes, but here was one which didn’t know when to stop. What Parkers failed to grasp was that in 1934 there were many millions of people with a lot more than forty-five minutes on their hands, but no money for extra-domestic entertainment. Here was a game that filled all those unemployed hours, and did it by pressing a satisfying wedge of fantasy dollars into your hand with the opportunity to develop this into a barely manageable mountain of cash through ruthlessness and wily investment. It was like the Crash never happened.

It should have been one of those portentously spurned opportunities, like Decca turning down the Beatles or Margaret Thatcher’s chauffeur staying awake in the fast lane, but Parker Bros were given a second bite at Darrow’s plump and ripening cherry. Parkers’ chairman, Robert Barton, heard a friend of his wife’s raving about a board game she’d just been playing, and having borrowed her Monopoly set he didn’t get to bed until 2 a.m. There days later Darrow was in Barton’s New York office signing on the dotted line.

‘Taking the precepts of Monopoly to heart,’ said Darrow, recalling his decision to flog the rights rather than build up a one-man business, ‘I did not care to speculate.’ What? Reading this I questioned not just whether Darrow had invented Monopoly, but if he’d ever even played the game. The first law of Monopoly is always to speculate, to buy everything you land on (except possibly the crap-arse utilities), to invest in houses as soon as you get that first set. Play against someone who spurns even a single property-purchasing opportunity on that first lap of the board and you know you’re playing a loser.

That was in January 1935. By mid-February, normally a dead time for the firm, Parkers were shifting 20,000 sets a week. In the company’s fifty-year history they had never seen anything like it: by Christmas, the backlog of orders was stuffed into laundry baskets stacked up along the head office corridors. For every dollar bill produced by the US Treasury, Parkers were knocking out ten Monopoly bucks – it really was a licence to print money.

Founded in 1898, fifteen years after Parker Brothers, the John Waddington revealed in the archival documentation was a very different sort of company. Leeds, as everyone except the purveyors of youth fashion will be aware, is not New York. Waddingtons were printers, specialising originally in theatre programmes, who in 1922 had diversified into playing cards. In 1924 the firm was accused of plagiarising rival De La Rue’s ace of spades, which should by rights have spawned an entertaining slanging match in the press – ‘PACK OF LIES!’; – ‘YOUR ACE OR MINE?’ – but these were gentler times, and after a court case ended in Waddingtons’ favour the two firms buried the hatchet so deeply that they were soon playing each other in an annual cricket match.

Nothing else happened until the mid-thirties when Parkers shipped a Monopoly set over to Leeds. One Friday night in the spring of 1935, the managing director of Waddingtons, Victor Watson, handed the set to his son Norman (at that time in charge of the playing card division) saying, ‘Look this over, then tell me what you think of it.’ Years later, Norman recalled this event in appropriately momentous terms. ‘I played an imaginary game against myself continuing through Friday night, Saturday night and Sunday night. I was enthralled and captivated. I had never found a game so absorbing and thus the Monopoly game was first played in England at my home.’ Red-eyed, unshaven and consumed with evangelical zeal, Norman rushed into the office on Monday morning and persuaded his father to get on the phone. The transatlantic call that connected Victor Watson and Robert Barton that day was the first ever made by Waddingtons and the first received by Parkers. By the end of it, Victor had snapped up the Empire and European rights.

Despite his son’s enthusiasm, when casually volunteering to head down to London to scout out appropriate equivalents for the Atlantic City addresses Victor can have had no idea how much he was biting off, even though he’d take his secretary Marjorie Phillips along to help him chew it.

The whole business was clearly rather half-cocked: the Waddington art boys knocked up some nice British locomotives to replace the cowcatchered Atlantic City jobs, but didn’t get around to sticking a Metropolitan wooden-top on that New York cop’s head or switching the Free Parking Chevrolet for an MG. The Electric Company light bulb remained a standard US-issue Edison screw; Charles Darrow’s crass error on the yellow set’s site-only rents sneaked across the Atlantic undetected. The prisoner looks British enough, a gaunt and shifty old lag you can almost hear blagging snout in a cracked hiss; but beneath his bars is a word few would have encountered in thirties Britain. In news stories and detective novels, ‘jail’ was always ‘gaol’ before Monopoly came along.

Lifting the dusty lids off those Waddington boxes had been an act charged with portent. These forgotten documents would unravel all the enigmas of Victor Watson’s more obscure decisions: why he chose the streets he chose, and how he felt they encapsulated London as it then was. I’d imagined finding Victor’s handwritten notes from that weekend down in The Smoke with Marjorie, explaining that Tottenham Court Road was excluded after a bellboy in Heal’s laughed at his spats, and how Vine Street made it in when the wily Marge calculated that substituting it for Upper Burlington Gardens would save £59 4s. 3d. a year on ink.

But rifling through to the bottom of the third and final box with ratcheting desperation, I’d uncovered nothing whatever from the relevant period. Waddingtons’ in-house magazine, The Team, had a complete run of back issues from the turn of the century until 1981 – complete, that is, except for a mysterious void from 1931 to 1940. Victor had died, aged just sixty, in 1943; Marjorie Phillips retired in 1952 after thirty years as the MD’s PA, still addressing her boss as ‘Mr Norman’. They had taken their secrets with them.

Somehow putting out of my mind the implication that I had completely wasted my time, I leafed back through the files in search of anecdotal succour, and soon found myself becoming engrossed in the correspondence between Norman Watson and Parker boss Robert Barton, watching it develop from ‘Dear Sir’ in the first box to ‘My good friend Norman’ in the third. The initial talk was purely of business: ‘Regarding the games Oscar and XYZ – we must at all costs stamp very hard on any people who infringe our Monopoly copyrights.’ But these were men shackled together by a steely bond – each had played epoch-making late-night games of solo Monopoly. Theirs could never be a cold-hearted commercial relationship. The tone seemed to change after Norm sold Bob the US rights to Cluedo, a game Waddingtons had recently bought from a Birmingham solicitor’s clerk, Anthony Pratt. Released in 1948, Cluedo tapped so deeply into a global fascination with country house whodunits that it was able to overcome the daunting twin handicaps of a silly name and being completely crap: marketed as Clue it shifted a hundred million copies in the US and was licensed in twenty-three countries.

With their business association on a more equal footing, Norm and Bob’s friendship blossomed. Their letters began to touch on politics, or at least a shared and strident distaste for ‘socialism’, and there were exchanges on the birth of Prince Charles, the Korean War and the voyage of the US submarine Nautilus beneath the North Pole.

But through it all ran a constant theme: Norm and Bob were living out their respective roles in parochial Blighty and the cosmopolitan US of A as the balance of economic power tilted dramatically across the Atlantic. Bob on his summer: ‘I returned last night from ten beautiful days in Bermuda.’ Norm on his: ‘I have been somewhat miserable with an attack of the shingles.’ Bob’s visit to England in 1953: ‘I have reserved us tickets for the Coronation parade: third-floor window in St James’s, fifty guineas each.’ Norm’s reciprocal trip to the States: ‘It was the waste that was most noticeable – almost whole cigarettes thrown away before entering an elevator.’ That thirties smile had certainly been wiped off Leeds’s face, and by association it didn’t look good for London. In lifestyle terms, Bob was advancing to GO while Norm went back three spaces. The humiliations of rationing stretched the gap ever wider. In 1947 Bob had sent Norm a Christmas box comprising ‘5 lb of rice, bacon, butter and tea’. ‘Will you also be kind enough to give me Mrs Watson’s exact stocking measurements?’ he blurted the following November. Another note accompanying Bob’s 1949 food parcel read: ‘Sally has just reminded me of our terrible mistake last year regarding the size of Ruby’s legs.’

Possibly through coincidence, the correspondence thinned out thereafter. After the winning revelation that Switzerland’s Cluedo players accuse not Colonel Mustard but Madam Curry I came to the final run of in-house magazines. It was all rather poignant. Even as Joyce Grenfell presented the board with the four hundred millionth Waddington-printed theatre programme, the hands on the games division tiller in the early seventies were steering the firm directly towards the rapids.

It staggered me that a human composed of standard-issue parts could ever imagine that Beat The Elf or The Great Downhill Ski Game were worthy of development and promotion. While the printing side of the firm branched lucratively into fag packets and frozen-food cartons, the board-game boys were issuing press statements attempting to justify the release of an ordnance-defusing entertainment entitled Bombshell! in the midst of an IRA blitz on the capital (following complaints from the recently bereaved family of an Army disposal expert, the game was quietly withdrawn). Tesco threw a spanner in the Waddington works in the mid-seventies by stacking its shelves with imported Yugoslavian Monopoly sets, and disastrous investments in a hopeless home video-game system almost brought the company down in the early eighties.

Stacking the letters and magazines back into their boxes with a sigh, I noticed a sheet of paper that had slipped out on to the floor. On it was a single pencilled paragraph: ‘The average gathering of friends in these days seems to revolve around cocktails and dirty stories sprinkled with spicy bits of scandal. These prevailing conditions trouble the conscientious parent who wishes to keep their children at home. They encourage their young people to bring friends home. It is the alternative to cinemas, the foxtrot. The cure is games in the home.’

Perhaps because of that youthful exposure to the Atlantic City original, I’d always thought of Monopoly not as a stout home-grown bulwark against inappropriate American imports – cocktails, cinemas – but rather the thin end of the transatlantic wedge. You could change the streets and stick on trains like Henry out of Thomas the Tank Engine, but as with Cliff Richard’s youthful hip rotations or the vestigial fins on a Vauxhall Victor, the country of origin was obvious. But now I saw the game had been marketed in Britain not just as a simple family pastime, but as a governess, an hour-devouring parental conspiracy to keep us indoors when we could have been out sprinkling spicy bits of scandal into our vodka martinis. That strident manifesto painted a vivid picture of a nation as it stood at the cultural crossroads, and now it was time to go back to that crossroads and put the signs straight again. It was time to advance to GO.


CHAPTER 3

King’s Cross
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GO, I SUPPOSE, was the perfect motto of an age and a nation transfixed by speed. In the thirties Britons were the first to drive at 300mph and fly at 400mph; the water speed record set by Malcolm Campbell on Coniston Water in 1939 stood until the fifties. And the train Victor and Marjorie alighted from at King’s Cross on that unrecorded date in 1935 was a London and North Eastern Railway A4 class, the fastest steam locomotives the world had ever seen.

If I’d known where GO had gone, I’d naturally have started there. Impatience and economy had lured me into my car for the Sheepscar run, and despite involuntarily recreating certain environmental aspects of Victor’s portentous journey when smoke started billowing out of the dashboard coming back down the M1, having eschewed the more authentic rail option I still felt slightly fraudulent. Grappling with the GO issue, it occurred to me that if not quite killed, two birds could at least be badly hurt with one stone by beginning my game at King’s Cross. It was Vic and Marge’s gateway to the capital; their GO would be mine.

Wedging my pre-war board into a backpack I set off into a veil of September drizzle. Despite the weather I felt warmly happy, partly because I was going to play Monopoly, but mainly because of the peculiar thrill of being a tourist in my own city, undeniably commuting and yet somehow on a giddily novel voyage of discovery. Between SE28 and NW11 there were 119 postcodes in London, and my lifelong residence had been almost wholly lived out in two adjacent ones well away from Monopoly’s main focus, the West End. Of the twenty-two streets on my board I could claim easy familiarity with fewer than half, hadn’t set foot in five and had no idea where one was. I’d never taken a train from three of the four stations, visited a water works or been in prison, just visiting or otherwise. I loved London, but like Hubert Gregg I couldn’t really tell you why. Perhaps when I’d advanced to Mayfair, taken a trip to Marylebone station and gone back to Old Kent Road I’d have found out. But if I tracked down some Free Parking, I’d be keeping it to myself.

Hyde Park gave us a lane and the Battle of Trafalgar a square, but it was a further indication of the sprawling majesty of my ignorance of London that, these two and that old road to Kent aside, I’d had no idea how any of the Monopoly addresses got their names. King’s Cross hadn’t struck me as especially outlandish, so I was reasonably astounded to learn that the landmark which gave the area its name had survived for less than a decade. In the 1820s Battle Bridge was a benighted shantytown, stalked by highwaymen and dominated by a smallpox hospital and a towering slagheap of waste rubble piled up outside a brickworks. In the first round of what has proven to be a two-hundred-year struggle to make the area even slightly nice, the slagheap was imaginatively sold to the Russians to rebuild post-Napoleon Moscow and in 1836 a rather attractive 60-foot monument erected in its place. Not in any way cruciform, this octagonal structure was topped by a statue of the recently deceased King George IV, a monarch popular only amongst those of his subjects with an unusual tolerance for preening, fat-faced indolence.

This surely explains why the statue was pulled down after only six years, and why few thought it disrespectful thenceforth to employ the structure beneath, which had been a police station, as a pub. It hadn’t been a cross, and now it didn’t have a king. Three years later the whole thing was demolished along with the smallpox hospital, and on its site arose what was at that time the nation’s largest railway station.

A transport hub with a dozen axles, as well as the mainline station King’s Cross was serviced by London’s first bypass, the west–east New Road, the Grand Union Canal, and, from 1863, the world’s first underground railway. In all the bustle and noise it wasn’t surprising that no one stopped long enough to notice how rundown the area was becoming.

In 1935 King’s Cross still rang with whistles and clanks and the shouts of trunk-trundling porters – that year there were 400,000 unionised railway employees – but in the contemporary photographs I’d seen the neglect was already obvious. Scenes more typically associated with British Rail’s well-chronicled seventies nadir tolled out in black and white: sullen operatives scraping trolleys along ravaged plaster and brickwork; a de-wheeled old goods van in farmyard condition pressed into service as the platform 1 staff room.

I’d never before stopped to pay much attention to the station or its environs, and I doubt that Victor Watson would have either: Waddingtons’ London office was in St James’s, a few stops west down the Piccadilly line which he’d have hopped straight on to. For Vic and Marge, though, that day would be different. To appraise London’s real estate in terms of its economic and aesthetic value they’d need to keep their eyes open. Standing outside the plain brick arches of the station and peering through four lanes of Euston Road traffic, they’d have been faced by the ornately tiled Reggioni’s restaurant, Stewart and Wight’s Cocoa Rooms and Temperance Hotel and the splendid twin turrets of the Regent Theatre. It was still a place for nice people to hang about in, respectably idling away the hours before their train left.

At least that was the theory. Because with all those new bus and Tube connections there were no hours to idle away: you just turned up and got on your train. And so the nice people stopped hanging about King’s Cross, to be replaced by others for whom the huge throughput of humanity represented both an enviable customer base and perfect cover. In the early thirties, a huge banner slung across the Regent Theatre’s façade read: ‘Visitors to London: Enjoy a Good Play and Catch Your Train’. The Regent isn’t around now, but if they’d kept the banner that Good Play would have devolved into a Grubby Shag, and Your Train into Hepatitis C.

King’s Cross these days is nationally synonymous with kerb-crawling, football violence and brazenly conducted class A drug deals. Feeling like, and in my bedrizzled old anorak uncomfortably resembling, a character in that ‘touch of flu’ heroin-screws-you-up campaign, as I emerged from beneath the mid-seventies car-port canopy I felt the CCTV cameras that now infest King’s Cross turn on me like the paparazzi on Posh, panning and zooming restlessly.

Out front the downbeat, neglected transience that characterises many European railway terminuses still lingers: an amusement arcade, two McDonald’s, kebab shops and the sort of convenience stores that sell stupidly strong lager, crisps illegally split from multipacks, and pornography. But a lot of money is being spent in the area – £4 billion over the next fifteen years on both the Channel Tunnel rail link and an improbably ambitious commercial and residential development – and no one wants the pitch queered by undesirables. A local TV news report I’d seen the week before revealed that the hoardings lining all the pavements around the station weren’t erected solely to conceal construction work, or even to ease pedestrians into the bus lanes, but to deny cover to tarts and dealers. That and the nosy cameras had apparently eased much antisocial behaviour a few streets back from the station, but by the same token the overbearing surveillance seemed a provocation, inspiring a desire to rebel against the police state, to play up to the cameras, to do the bad stuff they were so keen to stop you doing. King’s Cross was a naughty place, and if you wanted to find out why, perhaps you ought to deal with some of the naughty people on their own terms.

I tried to disabuse myself of this preposterous theory while despatching a rather toothsome £5.95 lunchtime special at a curry house opposite the station, a three-course delight blemished only by the management’s decision to describe the main dish’s principal ingredient as ‘bird’. It shouldn’t have been too difficult. Through the furious mess of traffic I noted two lank women effecting some dead-eyed sleight-of-hand exchange on a stepping-stone traffic island; outside McDonald’s a blistered wino was heroically engaging an imagined foe. If you were going to sail that close to the wind, you might at least hope it blew you off on some voyage of discovery. What would I learn while hastily selecting a foil-wrapped rock of adulterated crack from a dealer’s mouth or splitting eight cans of Diamond White with an incoherent gentleman of the road?

Aware that my focus was tightening in on the only remaining element of King’s Cross’s unholy trinity, I absent-mindedly paid up and set off towards the mean-street hinterland. Tarts were by tradition blessed with hearts of gold, I assured myself, in a way that crack-heads and piss-artists were not. I had merely to locate a suitably approachable example and engage her in streetwise banter; the inside story of King’s Cross would be laid out before me by someone who’d seen it all, who’d been there, done that and wet the T-shirt.

But if there’s one thing Monopoly should have taught me, it’s that you’ve got to pay to play. No fees, no favours. I’d taken barely a step before acknowledging the dominant flaw of a scheme which effectively required one to chat up a prostitute. Bob Hoskins had a go in Mona Lisa, and even he hadn’t been able to handle it. However traumatic it would be, money was going to have to change hands.

With bits of bird and knots of anxiety binding my innards I wondered if this could really be happening: that after thirty-seven years of generally stout moral conduct I was going off to pay a street courtesan for her services. It made it only slightly less awful, but substantially more ridiculous, to decide that these services would comprise a game of Monopoly.

Though as with everything I am about to say this fact is coloured by an unfamiliarity with the protocol, I imagined three in the afternoon as an off-peak time in the sex industry. Certainly there were no obvious candidates standing by lampposts with hands on pencil-skirted hips. And though my board-game plan had initially seemed a brilliant face-saving, and indeed marriage-saving compromise – one could convincingly argue Monopoly to be the definitive opposite of sex – even vaguely formulating a relevant business-touting approach conjured scenes which invariably ended with me being assessed for face repairs by a huge man wearing half a branch of Ratners about his person.

‘Excuse me, I’ve got a rather unusual request . . .’

If the apologetic Hugh Grant gambit warranted the most serious physical retribution, any cheeky upfrontness was hardly better: ‘Take a Chance with me, love, or you’ll end up with another £10 fine.’ ‘Wanna win second prize in my beauty contest?’

For half an hour I kerb-walked the district, pausing momentarily outside a couple of promisingly tawdry massage parlours but otherwise finding no evidence of the vice plague I’d heard and read so much about. I was thinking of less irksome methods of encapsulating the outlaw ambience of King’s Cross when I walked past a phone box and noticed its glazed area completely obscured by a mosaic of coloured postcards.

With the coast clear I snatched a handful, crammed them into my rucksack and strode briskly away, through the inconsequential annexe that houses the most famous railway platforms in Britain: 10, under which, some say, Boadicea is buried, and 9¾, from where Harry Potter catches the Hogwart’s Express. On the grounds that Harry Potter is a fictional wizard I suppose it doesn’t matter that the furthest you can travel from any platform in the annexe appeared to be Stevenage, any more than it matters that the some who say the Boadicea thing are foolishly deluded (expert opinion places her bones near Colchester).

The solitude required for my awkward task wasn’t hard to locate given the proximity of the old marshalling yards behind King’s Cross, earmarked for that huge redevelopment but currently a brownfield wasteland so extensive that some quick-witted entrepreneur has knocked up a 250-yard golf driving range in a far-flung corner.

With the unearthly turbine roar of departing northbound expresses reduced to a spin-cycle drone I sat down on a broken pallet by the shell of a building labelled ‘Coal Depot’ and examined my haul. Top of the deck was a snarling Valkyrie in a rubber dress and a Catwoman mask: ‘DOWN ON YOUR KNEES!’ barked the motto above a phone number. Hers was the first to be cast aside with an inner yelp of distress, quickly followed by a hairy chest labelled ‘I was a woman’ in a discard pile that soon grew into a teetering stack. Baby cosseting, clinical fantasies, water sports – with a little lateral thought I could usually work out what type of awfulness I was avoiding, but sometimes (‘A level Greek’; ‘TV shoplifter’) I couldn’t.

I reached the last card – ‘If you don’t find the same nurse as in this picture, you leave straight away’ – with a sense of bewilderment and dread. Such was the spectrum of perversion it had seemed at least possible that I’d turn up a card headed ‘I’ll make your house into a hotel’ above a winking Auntie Pennybags, but after an extensive cull I was left with just four, two emblazoned with the radiant catchphrase ‘I like my job’, one ‘fun, fat and fifty’ – I figured at least she’d have been round the board a few times – and a ‘melon relief’.

The ensuring mobile calls engendered levels of telephonic apprehension unknown since adolescence. By failing to pick up their phones the first two offered perhaps a more honest assessment of their levels of career satisfaction, and the owner of the voice that answered fun, fat and fifty was either only two-thirds right or they’d printed the number of the local builder’s merchant by mistake. I slammed the phone down as literally as current mobile technology permits, and it was melon relief’s turn at the next call when I initiated our conversation by blurting out that I just wanted to play a game of Monopoly without any funny business.

Features puckering in distaste, I picked up the discards and slowly flicked through them. Bound to please, blow your mind with my behind, thank you sir may I have another – oh no. No no no no no. However nasty Monopoly sometimes turned, it never turned that nasty. Rarely, anyway. In the end I decided to try everyone who didn’t threaten to wee on me or inflict pain.

‘Hellogabbyspeaking,’ fluttered the softly Hispanic voice at the end of the line.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said, in a brisk and strident tone intended as the antithesis of the textbook salivatory perv-o-mumble. ‘I came across your . . . I found your card in a telephone box and was just wondering about your schedule for the afternoon.’

‘Yes . . . is OK today. Wish service you require? You know my rate?’

‘No, no I don’t,’ I said, still as if arranging a quote for weatherproofing external woodwork.

‘Is forty pounds for thirty minute sensual massage.’

‘Right . . . um, what it is, I mean, what I’m interested in isn’t so much that as playing Monopoly.’

‘Playing in Napoli?’

‘No, no. It’s, um, a game. A board game? Very popular all over the world. I’m sure you’ll know it when you see it. Yes. And obviously your company, maybe having a chat while we played. The game. Of Monopoly.’

There was a pause, and for a moment I thought I’d lost another one. When at length the voice spoke again it was both tentative and reluctant.

‘The game . . . is, ah, dangerous in some way?’

And so there I was half an hour later, walking away from a cashpoint with £40 out of the spousal joint account, £40 I was about to hand over to Gabby, who perhaps at this point I should explain described himself as a pre-operation Brazilian transsexual new to the UK. Shielding face with backpack I pressed the relevant intercom in an only slightly rundown street round the back of Camden town hall, as confident as I could be that the looming experience would simply involve an expensive game of Monopoly with a bloke in a dress rather than the joyous throwing open of some previously treble-locked door in the darker corridors of my sexual psyche.

The Gabby who opened the door of the first-floor flat bore little resemblance to the Gabby who appeared on the postcard – less of the willowy lady-boy and more of the wobbly lady-man. Brushing a strand of his waist-length wavy black hair from a broad face thickly caked in powder and dominated by bulbously collagen-crammed lips, Gabby smiled slightly and gestured me in; I nodded gruffly and wondered if shaking hands would send out the right signals.

Gabby’s flat was in fact rather fun in an eighties art student way: tall walls decorated with zebra-skin tapestries and an enormous chrome-Sputnik light fitting swinging gently from the ceiling. On the other hand – and at this point I’d like to welcome you aboard the Euphemism Express – its air was overbearingly impregnated with an unwelcome aroma, the aroma in fact of an adolescent male’s bed linen after a month of prodigiously consummated nocturnal imaginings.

Trying to ignore the signals my nose was bellowing to my brain I whisked out the board with a manly cough. ‘Right. We might need a table for this.’ I’d gone for my fifties set, comfortably the most presentable – in such pristine condition that it had quite clearly never before been played (though regrettably, as with all but the very earliest Darrow-era sets, of diminutive Antiques Roadshow potential given the enormous number produced each year). It even retained the little slip you were advised to include with any complaints about missing contents; scanning the room for a flat surface I wondered how the cited John Waddington employee who had approved the set for despatch, Checker 22, would have felt on learning that the next pair of hands on the banknotes he’d counted up fifty years earlier were tipped with maroon varnish and belonged to a pre-operation Brazilian transsexual.

‘We play here,’ said Gabby, indicating a long blue sofa which wasn’t nearly as spartan or businesslike as I might have wished.

I slapped the board down on the upholstery and set out the title deeds and Chance and Community Chest cards, holding out the tokens for his perusal. ‘I take . . . this,’ he said, plucking the dog from my hand.

‘My sister always chose that,’ I replied automatically, and Gabby looked at me, his immaculately decorated brown eyes soft with a kind of matter-of-fact empathy.

‘I understand. So you are . . . addict to this game?’

That was a bad moment, one that became worse as I endeavoured to disabuse him of this interpretation. Hoping to palm Gabby off (oh, please) with a story about researching an alternative guide to Monopoly-board London, I succeeded only in convincing him that my mission was to play the game with as many transsexuals as possible. Once happy that the newspapers were not involved in any way, he couldn’t have cared less, nodding distantly through my increasingly garbled bletherings before politely requesting payment up front. Handing over those crisp twenties I realised that by Gabby’s standards there was nothing unusual about a client initially reluctant to confess an obscure and shaming fetish. Reluctant, anyway, until the arousal became too intense to bear, until the trigger point when Gabby turned over the adulterated Community Chest card that would begin his brutal manual harvest: ‘IT IS YOUR BIRTHDAY: COLLECT 10 PINTS FROM EACH PLAYER.’

While narrowing my choices I’d instantly dismissed the two post-operational transsexuals, along with the grotesquely butchered shambles implied by the card labelled ‘½ opt’. But now I found myself contemplating the stark reality that in a purely physiological sense, we are all pre-operation transsexuals. And forty quid was forty quid – I might want to get my money’s worth.

‘Yes, yes – we have like this in Brazil. Some long time ago I play . . . but in Brazil game is called Bank, Banco . . .’ As I’d predicted, Gabby’s ignorance of the game diminished once he’d taken stock of the board’s layout.

‘Banco Imobiliario,’ I said, and was again treated to that limpid, understanding gaze as Gabby pulled the hem of his PVC microskirt down over wide stocking tops and sat by the other side of the board. From a coffee table cluttered with unopened Tia Maria miniatures and – oh dear – boxes of Kleenex, he retrieved three identical mobile phones and lined them up neatly on the board beside the Chance cards.

The meter was running and I ran swiftly through the rules, sticking the dog next to the racing car on GO before handing Gabby the dice. With admirable nonchalance he rolled, and eschewing the highest-score-goes-first rule, I let him go with his double three. ‘The Angel,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘I buy this.’

Almost immediately everything somehow seemed more normal; Monopoly was a homely international language and we were both speaking it. Handing over the title deeds of properties Gabby purchased allowed me to discuss the game and the streets without sounding too mad. He seemed more familiar with the board’s extremes – a good friend lived in Whitechapel, and with a shy half-laugh he confessed to many professional assignments in Mayfair.

I hoped someone would land on King’s Cross, and when he did I falteringly managed to coax out a few biographical details. After leaving Brazil for a protracted tour of Europe’s capitals, Gabby had settled in London two years ago, and though King’s Cross was ‘maybe ugly’ – snapping up Piccadilly he stated a wistful desire for a West End flat – he felt at home here because of its tolerance. ‘All London is like this,’ he breathed in that child-like monotone. ‘The people are not always so . . . happy, but so many different people and culture and everybody get on, make no trouble.’

In 1935 the King’s Cross immigrants were Italian: Reggioni’s was one of half a dozen such catering establishments around the station. Today, you’d be wasting your time attempting to define the cultural make-up – almost half the UK’s ethnic-minority population lives in London, and King’s Cross has an almost randomly picked-and-mixed cross section. The impression I’d had around the station was of an aimless, rootless absence of community, an inhuman vacuum embodied in the revelation that fourteen years after the escalator fire in the Underground there, one of the thirty-one victims, a man in his forties, has yet to be identified. But the King’s Cross Gabby spoke of was different, a lively and all-welcoming community. Everyone comes and anything goes: as Gabby could no doubt assess from rich personal experience elsewhere, in London even the most colourful individualist was accepted on streets that had already seen it all. As a native I can say I felt a surge of civic pride. At least I hope that’s what it was.

Gabby, I could sense, was beginning to enjoy the game, largely because of an incredible run of fortune that within two laps of the board had bagged him a pair each of light blues, purples and yellows and no fewer than three stations. For my part I’d landed on two of his properties, been sent to jail, copped a speeding fine and a hospital bill and been stung twice for income tax – down to three hundred odd quid and with only Marlborough Street, Water Works and Regent Street to show for it. Funded by a bank error in his favour, my rent and an advance to GO, Gabby hadn’t even broken into his five hundreds.

Almost every turn was interrupted by a call on his mobile switchboard: one he answered with a strangely baritone ‘bom dia’, one with a rather suspicious ‘mmm?’ and the third – the work line, the one I’d rung – with that breathy ‘hellogabbyspeaking’. I’d hoped that in the apparent absence of further appointments I might be allowed a bonus hour or two, get a few houses up and make things more interesting than they already were, but it soon became obvious by the incoming calls on that last line that my time was running out.

‘We have maybe ten minutes,’ said Gabby as I handed him the Park Lane title deeds, his way of telling me to cut the crap and whip it out.

‘Just time for another couple of rounds,’ I said, too loudly and too heartily, and for the first time Gabby looked mildly surprised – this really was the easiest £40 he’d ever earned. And his luck didn’t change on the board, either. When I called a sudden halt, abruptly imagining Gabby’s next client leering out a salty, collaborative wink as we passed on the stairs, I’d already had to turn down Mayfair and even Bow Street on economic grounds.

‘So I win?’ said Gabby. Quickly I divvied up: eleven properties and £766 in cash for him, five and £174 for me. Not for anticipated reasons, it was the most dreadful Monopoly performance of my life.

‘You are busy today?’ he inquired mildly as I crammed and slammed bits into box and board into backpack.

‘No, not really,’ I said quickly, making for the door.

‘Oh,’ nodded Gabby, ‘I ask because you have many, many ah . . .’

And following his gaze to the floor I saw the wodge of buckled cards displaced from my backpack during the over-eager preparations for departure. ‘Mistress Nina’s School of Correction: PUNISHMENT AT ITS BEST’ read the legend across the visible half of the one on top.

I half-stooped to pick them up, then righted myself. ‘No need for her now,’ I jabbered, fingers already twisting the Yale. ‘You’ve just beaten me.’

In my haste I’d forgotten to ask Gabby to do something for me, and jogging back past the station in light drizzle I set off to do it myself. Not at this stage confident enough to risk exposing my Water Works in public, I retraced my steps to the old coal depot and whipped the board out of the backpack.

Despite that outlandish baptism, it was still a lovely thing to behold. Even in a light rain I could see what Oliver Sacks meant: the colours were indeed rich and costly, strident Technicolor blurts in a time of monochrome austerity, a beige age. Befitting its manufacturer’s heritage, the Waddington board is a triumph of the printer’s art.

Surveying the bushes growing out of the coal depot’s upper walls, between windows missing like empty eye sockets, I accepted how little of London is a triumph of anything any more. The Channel Tunnel rail link scheme is already teenaged but at this end of the line was still years from taking recognisable shape. Why did it take us so long to get anything useful done these days? The enormous Piccadilly line extension to Cockfosters – opened in 1933 and incorporating eight new stations – was knocked up in less than two years. In that same year, the ribbon was cut on three new bridges across the Thames. Below I watched as an incoming express was swallowed up by the huge mouth of St Pancras station, in its time the largest enclosed space in the world; these days, we’re reduced to heralding that express line to Folkestone as the ‘first major railway to be built in Great Britain for one hundred years’. Intended as a proud boast, this comes out sounding more like a shaming indictment. Where once we excelled at building large things, these days it’s all we can do to knock them down: English Heritage had insisted that the mighty cylindrical skeletons of three gasholders lying in the rail link’s path must be dismantled and reassembled nearby, and even 100 yards off I could hear the ineffectively strangled obscenities of yellow-hats battling to loosen screws tightened in 1880.

It should have all been rather melancholy, but in the light of my encounter with Gabby I instead found the surrounding shambles cheerfully inspiring. The tolerant individualism that drew Gabby to London was symbolised by its jerry-built anarchy: there has never been the civic will, let alone the way, to reshape the capital to some centralised and inhuman grand design. Most European capitals are dominated by great boulevards and sweeping vistas, created by wiping the map clean and starting again. But even after the Great Fire, even after the Blitz, there was no wholehearted attempt to grasp the opportunity for wholesale urban overhaul: there were discussions, and blueprints for a new future, and then in the end they just stuck up taller buildings along the original medieval street lines. Writing in 1938, a Sporting Times journalist reported how, while enmeshed in horrendous traffic up the Strand, his cabbie had turned round and muttered, ‘Damn fine city, London – or it will be when it’s finished.’

And that’s it: London will never be finished. We make do, we mend. Of the eighteen Monopoly streets which are actually roads (as opposed to squares, districts or pubs), no fewer than six were originally built by the Romans. Although, in a feeble attempt at maintaining suspense, I’m not at this stage going to tell you which ones.

Squatting down, balancing the board precariously on my lap and cursing King’s Cross for straddling the fold hinge, I placed my racing car in position. As I wiped away the worst of the drizzle, it occurred to me that I was taking this a lot more seriously than Vic and Marge. Blithely, blissfully unaware of the historic enormity of their looming task, that what they were about to do would impact upon millions of British lives, and millions more in the globe’s far-flung pink bits, their approach was, to be charitable, cavalier.

‘What’s this big road out front here, Marjorie?’

‘Euston Road, Mr Victor.’

‘Never heard of it. How about that one running up the hill to the left?’

‘I believe that’s Pentonville, Mr Victor.’

‘Never heard of that neither.’

‘Well, I don’t think they’re especially notable, Mr Victor. Now, if we were to walk just along there we’d get to Tottenham Court Road and Great Portland Street, some of the best kno . . .’

‘Don’t be daft, woman. It’s only a flaming game. Grand – that’s two streets and a station done already. I think tea is in order, Marjorie.’

‘Of course, Mr Victor. There’s a rather nice Lyons Corner House just up there in Islington. The Angel, if I recall.’

I rolled. Both dice skidded smartly beyond Free Parking and into what I discovered, unwisely employing touch in favour of
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‘One of the funniest books about sport ever written’

Sunday Times

‘Bill Bryson on two wheels . . . A one-liner every other line . . . not so much witty travelogue as self-examination in a joke-heavy trial by fire’

Independent

Self-confessed loafer Tim Moore, seduced by the speed and glamour of the biggest annual sporting event in the world, sets out to cycle the course of the Tour de France. All 3,630km of it. Racing old men on butchers’ bikes and being chased by cows, Moore soon resorts to standard race tactics – cheating and drugs – in a hilarious and moving tale of true adventure.

‘Moore is a talented and funny writer, who, through a combination of slapstick, absurd simile and a healthy suspicion of French civilisation, gives us something to laugh at on almost every page’

Daily Telegraph

‘Moore’s floundering attempts to emulate the Herculean feats of his cycling heroes unfold with eye wetting hilarity’

The Times
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