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INTRODUCTION

Crossing No Mans Land

6.55 a.m., Monday, 13 January 2014. Im standing on platform one at Botley railway station in rural Hampshire, waiting for the 07.01 train to London Waterloo, about to take a ride on a commuter service for sentimental reasons. Three years ago to the day, Id waited on the same spot for the same train, en route to a new job that required me to wear a suit and work from nine to five in an office in London, seventy miles distant in a straight line from my home, but two and a half hours away via a combination of car, train and tube. Id been nomadic for much of the prior decade, and saw the return to commuting as a challenge rather than as submission to a gruelling regime. When the alarm went off at 5.55 a.m., I leapt out of bed with fire in my veins.

Back in 2011, my journey to work would begin at an ironing board, squeezing wrinkles from a shirt. I found it a curiously anodyne activity at first, although compelling too  I hadnt ironed in years and felt that once I had begun I should do my best to lay down faultless creases. It was also an opportunity for contemplation, not least of the mystery of why shirts should be ironed in the first place. Are we in secret thrall to stiff fronts? Does it have deep roots in our culture?*1 My conclusion  a week into my new commute  was that we iron to make ourselves look young again. We try to convey the same messages with our clothing as we could with our flesh before we had wrinkles. That it also makes us appear neat and businesslike is incidental.

With shirt ironed, face shaven, shoes shined, and swaddled in a suit and overcoat, I was ready to go. At 6.20 a.m. Id start the car, turn on the blowers and wipers, and dash back and forth from the house with pans of tepid water to clear the ice off its windows. At 6.24 a.m., Id plug in my seat belt and head off into the lanes. There was still snow from Decembers blizzards in the fields and banked up under the hedgerows, and snowmen built over Christmas lived on in front gardens. As soon as I passed fifty miles per hour my windscreen re-froze and was coated inside and out with a lattice of ice crystals that shattered and refracted oncoming headlights into a million little rainbows. Id scrub a hole the size of a diving mask in front of my eyes through which I could see trees and hedges, hung with needles of ice, glittering along the verges. If the night had been cloudless, the road too might shimmer at its fringes, and then I knew there was black ice about, which made me drive as if on tiptoes. It caught me out a week into my new job, but I got control back just before the car buried its nose in a hedge. The adrenaline rush was tremendous. There wasnt time to think. It was only afterwards that I remembered youre meant to steer with the slide not against it if you lose control and wondered if thats what Id done.

The next challenge on my daily odyssey was whether I should waste a minute or two to see if there was a parking space free at Botley station. It wasnt a problem if not: the Railway Tavern over the road had plenty at £4 per day, but since there was a chance of paying nothing and being on the right side of the road for the drive home Id try the station first. A frisson of paranoia always touched me as I turned in. Botley has room for only twenty cars  and that's if people park considerately. Theres an aggregates plant at the end of the car park, and lorries waiting to weigh in often blocked the last free space. The plant usually cleared them quickly so it was worth hanging on, although only until 6.51 a.m. at the latest, when one had to bolt for a slot at the pub in order to leave enough time to make the train.

Botley station per se, a handsome four-square Victorian building, with loos, a waiting room and a wooden canopy on cast-iron pillars over platform one, was demolished in 1963. Now the dot on the map consists of a ticket machine, a fibreglass shed, and a chain-link fence between the car park and the platforms. A plastic information board beside the machine, co-sponsored by South West Rail and Hampshire County Council, announces various non-existent facilities including a waiting room and wheelchair access. On the other side of the car park, a drinking fountain commemorates Queen Victorias Diamond Jubilee, and an adjacent stone marks the spot where John Diggins of the Talbot Fencibles was gibbeted for the murder of Thomas Webb, a travelling man, whom he robbed then stabbed with his bayonet and left in a ditch to bleed to death on 11 February 1800.

There were usually about a dozen or so other people waiting with me for the 07.01, clustered in pools of orange light along the platform, puffing out clouds of condensation with each breath. Everyone was wrapped up tight and some paced to and fro, halting now and then to stare at the LED display mounted on a steel pole that streamed details of the next three trains that were due to arrive. Loudspeakers under the display sometimes announced contradictory information: perhaps pressure sensors on the tracks prompted a computer to play a pre-recorded message. The announcers voice was female, calm and conciliatory: Big Sister on the Tannoy. She was often guilty of double-speak: The train about to arrive on platform one is the 07.01 service to London Waterloo via Basingstoke, stopping at Eastleigh, Winchester, Micheldever… This train has five coaches she would tell us, although the display indicated that the 07.01 was now expected at 07.26, and then she would warn us to stand well clear of the platform edge as the train approaches, while the station was still wrapped in silence and gloom.

The rails started to hum when a train was really imminent. The next indication of its approach was its headlight, visible from a quarter of a mile or so out. On frosty mornings a vortex of white specks like dandruff hovered around its beam as it whirled up ice crystals from the tracks. It seemed to pull up impossibly quickly. From where I stood in the middle of the platform the first two carriages appeared to flash by, the third crawled, and the fourth halted at my feet and juddered. Then the lights around the door buttons flashed, a signal pinged, and it was time to enter the capsule. On my first day back on the rails, I had to kill a childhood superstition before climbing aboard. Id grown up in Hong Kong and the 07.01 had the number 4444 stencilled on its carriages, which corresponds to Death Death Death Death in Chinese numerology. Only more 4s could have made it unluckier.

Although we commuters at Botley were few, the seconds we spent getting into the train were fraught. There were rituals and pitfalls that took time to learn or to avoid. People formed informal queues for the carriages, and in order to be at one of their heads it was crucial to stand at exactly the right spot on the platform, which varied by a yard either way each day. If one too many got on before you, the journey ahead might be less tolerable.

As soon as we were through the trains doors wed dash left and right down the aisles in search of a seat, as if we were playing at musical chairs and the music had just stopped. The interiors of the Standard Class carriages of the 07.01 made it feel all the more like a game. They had the same bright colours and rounded edges as the diversions in a childrens playground  or a primate enclosure at a zoo. The levity that these conveyed was spoiled by the rash of warning notices on their walls, doors and windows: Dont Smoke; What to Do in Case of an Emergency; Quiet Zone. Perhaps two-thirds of the seats had stickers on their backs that designated them as priority, implying that a statistically unlikely number of us were pregnant or disabled.

Each carriage had a row of twin seats on one side of its aisle, and clumps of three facing three on the other. The forward-looking window seats of the twins were the most prized, because the view through the window came towards you rather than running away, and also because they minimized contact: you were pressed against someone else only on one side. Initially, I found the desire to cocoon surprising and wondered why my fellow adventurers seemed to have a mutual longing to keep each other at arms length, as if they were meeting in dreams, and would melt if they tried to touch or kiss each other.

Indeed, during my first month back on the rails, I felt like a relapsing alcoholic, facing up to the dangers and pleasures of drinking again. As both outsider and insider, I became curious about other commuters on the train. Why had they chosen to pass so much of their lives in motion? Id started commuting again for the simple reason that work was so much better paid in London that it made sense to go there, like Dick Whittington, for the gold. Were they, like me, travelling for the money  because higher pay outweighed more hours spent in transit  or something more or less: were they the restless scions of a noble line of adventurers, with wanderlust in their blood, or devotees of a dying art, who belonged to the industrial rather than the information era?

Commuting, in the sense of using some form of transportation to separate ones places of work and rest, is  in theory at least  a rational exercise. It allows people, if not to have the best of both worlds, to achieve the best of all compromises: a rewarding job and a pleasant home. The travelling itself is the price that has to be paid to realize these two goals. It requires commuters to surrender their liberty to the operators of public transport, or to congestion on the roads, while they cross a kind of no mans land, whose interim stations or junctions are measures of their progress  no more  and which theyd probably never visit for their own sakes. In consequence, its perceived as a kind of purgatory, which lies between the poles of production and recreation that cap our days. This is a true picture in so far as commuting is indeed a world of its own: its an unexplored part of our lives that influences our behaviour beyond rush hour, and which has had, and continues to have, a significant impact on our culture. Its also far more fascinating than its reputation, offering freedoms and even pleasures to its participants that they may not enjoy at either their offices or homes. Ive commuted on trains, buses, trams, underground, in cars, on riverboats and inter-island ferries, sometimes quickly  its been over in less than twenty minutes  though at other times Ive passed nearly a third of my waking hours commuting, and the exercise has given me pleasure as well as boredom or pain. My journey to London via the 07.01, for instance, was more stimulating and satisfying than the work I performed at my destination, which consisted of writing corporate control procedures in management-speak. The driving was fun, the paranoia over whether or not there might be a parking space at Botley station was, after a fashion, invigorating, and on the train I could read, write, sleep, or watch the imprint of the changing seasons on the countryside as it flashed by.

Indeed, although now quotidian, commuting was once radical, and represented both a break with the past and the key to a new way of living. For most of its short history people have thought well of it: on balance its been seen as something to aspire to rather than an exercise in asceticism. On a global basis, it still is. When commuting began in the first railway boom of the Victorian era, it stood for freedom of movement, and opened up fresh horizons to those brave enough to accept its challenges. It even carried a whiff of danger in its early days. The very first commuters thought they were taking their lives into their hands on their very first commutes. But as the transportation revolution gathered pace, the few became multitudes and altered  amongst other things  our patterns of work, settlement and leisure, and the concept of time itself.

In Part I of this book Ill explore how commuting progressed from being an experience as futuristic as private space travel to a commonplace practice for over half a billion people around the world. In Part II Ill look at it in the here and now  at the challenges that commuters face on their daily journeys, how they overcome them, and whether their persistence is justified or not. Although commuting is accused of causing a host of problems, both physical and psychological, including stress, obesity, hyperactivity, impotence and heart disease, by many measures commuters are lifes winners. Together, they gather most of its gold, live to ripe old ages, and set their children off to the best of all starts. In Part III, the final part of the book, Ill examine the future of commuting. Will it be made redundant by the great digitization that is changing our world, and will the work rather than the worker do the travelling? Might it be abandoned as an anachronism, which wastes both peoples time and the planets resources? The answers arent clear-cut. Indeed, the auguries suggest that it wont end in a hurry, and the time spent travelling to gather fuel to keep the home fires burning isnt all squandered or lost. Commuting, after all, lets us lead double lives: we can be lovers and parents and rebels at home, and pinnacles of efficiency in our offices, respected for our detachment, calm and reason. Travelling to work gives us time to prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet, and enables us to escape being bound to the soil or trapped in a city. Perhaps rather than lamenting the commute we should revive the pioneer spirit that inspired the first generation of commuters, to whom the practice represented both the chance to escape the drudgery that hitherto had characterized their existences, and the freedom to remake their worlds.



*1 The desire to smooth and flatten our garments has been present in Britain since the days of the Vikings, whose graves contain whalebone smoothing boards (sometimes with sinister-looking beasts carved into their backs) that are thought by archaeologists to have been used by Viking maidens, in conjunction with bun-shaped lumps of glass, to press pleats into their linen. Its been practised more or less continuously ever since.
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CHAPTER I

The Man who Went to London Twice in One Day

The late Dr. Arnold, of Rugby, regarded the opening of the London and Birmingham [railway] line as another great step accomplished in the march of civilisation. I rejoice to see it, he said, as he stood on one of the bridges over the railway, and watched the train flashing along under him, and away through the distant hedgerowsI rejoice to see it, and to think that feudality is gone for ever: it is so great a blessing to think that any one evil is really extinct.

Lives of the Engineers, Samuel Smiles, 1862

The office is one thing and private life is another. When I go into the office, I leave the Castle behind me, and when I come into the Castle, I leave the office behind me. So speaks John Wemmick, a lawyers clerk, considered by some literary critics to be the most modern character in Charles Dickens Great Expectations (1861), perhaps because he displays a very modern schizophrenia: at work hes ambitious, worldly, and steals the portable goods of those about to be hanged; at home, in his self-built castle, hes pleasant, eccentric and loving. He represents a dilemma that more and more people had to address in the first half of the nineteenth century. Work and home had become distinct worlds where sometimes contradictory standards prevailed. Rather than coinciding with your place of rest on a farm or forge, where you were the same person night and day and kept the same company all the time, your place of work could be an office or a factory, where you might have to dress and act very differently.

While moral arguments for the separation of ones places of work and residence were compelling, they took second place to sanitary considerations. The Dickensian London from which Wemmick had retreated was a series of factories and slums astride a sewer. There were cholera epidemics every other decade, the average family lived five to a room, and adults, smaller than their grandparents, had a life expectancy of only thirty-five. Dickens made his reputation  in part  by writing lurid stories about inebriated paupers who bred criminals and lived in cellars next to open sewers while London rained soot on them from its coal fires and furnaces. As it happened, the truth was worse than fiction, and was just as bad in the other British cities that were being transformed by the Industrial Revolution.

In 1832, James Phillips Kay, who studied medicine alongside Charles Darwin at Edinburgh University, published The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working-Class Employed in the Cotton Manufacture in Manchester. The book was a bestseller, and its scenes of urban filth, disease and degradation both awoke his middle-class readership to the blight within a short walk of their front doors and gave them page after page of reasons to flee the cities as soon as possible. In Manchesters Parliament Street, for example, Kay reported that there is only one privy for three hundred and eighty inhabitants, which is placed in a narrow passage, whence its effluvia infest the adjacent houses, and must prove a most fertile source of disease. In this street also, cess pools with open grids have been made close to the doors of the houses, in which disgusting refuse accumulates, and whence its noxious effluvia constantly exhale. Even Edinburgh, his alma mater, the so-called Athens of the North, had ghettos composed of masses of rotten, rat haunted buildings that were packed with human misery.

The desire to separate hearth and hunting ground  to live somewhere healthy and work where it was most profitable  intensified as the nineteenth century advanced. When technology in the form of steam-powered transportation made such a separation possible, commuting budded and then bloomed. It was part of a greater development, labelled locomotivity, that began in the 1830s and transformed Britain within the next fifty years: the coming of the railways set the nation in motion.

Although, in the first instance, railways were built to transport freight rather than passengers  coal from the pitheads to the foundries and the cities, food from the country to the towns, cloth from the mills to the docks  as they came into service from 1833 onwards, their operators found a huge and spontaneous human demand. When, for instance, the Stockton and Darlington Railway, built to link coal mines in County Durham to the factories of Stockton-on-Tees, introduced steam trains in 1833, the local interest was immense: more than 500 people climbed aboard its inaugural service, which consisted of twenty-one empty coal wagons and a single carriage designed for passengers named, appropriately, Experiment. Huntsmen raced it on horseback; and a crowd of ten thousand met it at its destination. By 1838 the Stockton and Darlington was carrying 200,000 passengers per year, and its ticket receipts far exceeded its income from freight. Similarly, the Liverpool and Manchester Railway was established to transport raw cotton to Manchester and finished goods to the docks at Liverpool. The barons of industry who financed it wanted to end their reliance for transportation on canals, whose operators squeezed them on price and couldnt offer a service if their waterways froze in winter or became too shallow for navigation in dry summers. In the event the goods-only railway had 400,000 passengers in its first year, and its income from fares ran at twice the level of that from freight.

In some cases, however, the railway companies were pushed into carrying people. The London and Southampton Railway*1 was diverted from its ambitions to ferry fuel, fish, cattle and imported goods between the capital, the hinterland and the coast by the intervention of William James Chaplin. Chaplin was nicknamed the Napoleon of Coaching and his firm owned sixty-four coaches, 1,500 horses, and ran ninety-two daily services to and from London. He was one of the principal operators in what was then a national business. Prior to the railways, horse-drawn coaches were the only form of land-based, long-distance passenger transport. Britain had an extensive and  given its inherent limitations  efficient network that could carry a traveller from London to Edinburgh in a mere three days. But in comparison to trains, coaches were slow and small. The Wonder Coach that ran between London and Shrewsbury won its nickname by averaging 12.1 mph. To achieve this newsworthy pace, 150 horses were used over the 158-mile journey. Like most other coaches, it carried only eight passengers plus baggage. Chaplin foresaw that the railways would kill off his industry. He sold up, and invested the proceeds in the LSWR. He was rewarded with a seat on its board of directors, and a say over its behaviour. Experiments with passengers were carried out on its partially completed line shortly afterwards, including a service to Epsom for Derby Day in 1838. Five thousand people turned up at its London terminus in Nine Elms before the gates opened at eight in the morning, and more and more arrived, faster than trains could carry them away, until amid the shrieks of the female portion of their number, the mob broke over the booking counter, leaped through the windows, invaded the platform and rushed pell-mell into a train chartered by a private party.

While the experiment had been messy, it was also profitable, and was repeated for the Ascot races. In the space of three months, the LSWR took nearly 100,000 fares before it had carried a single bullock or sack of coal. By the time that the company celebrated the completion of its initial track from London to Southampton in 1840 with brass bands, a 21-gun salute, and a banquet hosted by the Duke of Cornwall, Chaplin was its vice chairman. A sermon preached to mark the occasion, which took its inspiration from Daniel 12:4  many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased  indicated that his vision of the companys future as a passenger service had prevailed.

Ceremonies similar to the LSWRs opening extravaganza were enacted the length and breadth of the nation as the railway boom gathered pace. Banquets, banners, brass bands, sermons and massed choirs of schoolchildren seem to have been obligatory. The peak year of the boom was 1846 when 294 Acts of Parliament were passed, creating new railways with nearly 9,500 miles of lines on paper, few of whose principals had anything in the way of a track record.*2 Boom turned to bust the following year, ruining investors great and small in the process. Two out of three Brontë sisters lost their savings dabbling in railway shares, and the pain was felt in manor houses and rectories throughout the nation: no other panic was more fatal to the middle class… it reached every hearth, it saddened every heart in the metropolis… Daughters delicately nurtured went out to seek their bread. Sons were recalled from academies… homes were desecrated by the emissaries of the law.

Although the losses were great, the railway boom left tangible assets behind after its bubble burst. Over 6,000 miles of track were completed in the 1840s. Steam trains became a feature of the British landscape, and it seems that when people caught their first glimpse of one of these iron monsters painted in lurid colours rumbling through fields, disappearing into hills, crossing rivers, belching out fire, panting like animals, but faster than any pair of lungs, they all wanted a ticket to ride.

There were many, however, who resented the railways. Their tracks had sliced into Britains class system as well as its soil, and the losses suffered in the post-boom bust rubbed salt into the wounds. At a protest meeting against a new line through Northampton, it was predicted that they would Spoil our Shires and ruin our Squires by, in the first case, defiling natural beauty spots and ancient monuments, and, in the second, by providing the squires tied labour with the opportunity to escape from drudgery.

The charge that railway lines injured the landscape was valid: nothing was sacred if it stood in their path. In Lewes, for example, tracks were routed through the ancient altar of St Pancras Priory, and in Shap in Westmorland they crossed a prehistoric stone circle  in both cases the antiquities were demolished to make way for progress. The railways soon became the pet hate of the Romantics, the environmentalists of the era:

Is then no nook of English ground secure

From rash assault?

asked William Wordsworth in an 1844 poem, On the Projected Kendal and Windermere Railway, and the answer, it seemed, was no. The Great Western Railway even planned to lay a line right through the middle of Stonehenge. The scheme only failed because Parliament decided that the route itself was unnecessary, rather than that the monument was more important than having another railway line.

A similar vandalism occurred in the cities. In London, various Roman, medieval and Elizabethan buildings were flattened to create train stations. Iconic views were interrupted with elevated railways. The prospect of St Pauls Cathedral from the Strand, for instance, was obscured by the Ludgate viaduct, described later in the Imperial Gazetteer of England and Wales as one of the most unsightly objects ever constructed, in any such situation, anywhere in the world. The destruction continued well into the 1860s, when more than 200 Bills were put before Parliament, seeking permission to build 882 miles of new track in London. Punch magazine suggested, not entirely tongue in cheek, that St Pauls itself be turned into a station: what else will it be fit for when every railway runs right into London?

Slums as well as monuments were razed to build new termini, and while romantics shed few tears for them, their destruction forced tens of thousands of workers to find new homes. Indeed, as well as enabling people to travel, the railway boom forced many to relocate. The railways also made enemies among workers in the countryside. Farmers complained that their hens had stopped laying, their sheeps fleeces had been blackened, and their cattle driven mad by the din and smoke of the iron monsters that rocketed through their pastures.

Steam trains were thought to derange humans in addition to livestock. Their opponents warned
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