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Foreword
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Tim Moock rushed back in from the loo and swiftly counted the pink ones in the bank tray. One of us, he announced, had just stolen £500, adding that it wasn't him. I was winning 5-4 in an increasingly ill-tempered series that had seen us holed up in the attic for most of a two-week holiday with his parents in South Wales, squatting on cold lino in a dark silence broken only occasionally by vicious barks of 'RENT!' He'd been my best friend since our first day at school, the two of us bound together by a haunting alphabetical proximity, but in three years I'd never seen him like this; even as I protested my possibly genuine innocence, he flushed furiously, ran a clawed hand messily through his ginger pudding bowl, then with a terrible, strangled shriek abruptly pushed me over backwards on to the board and jumped knees first on my stomach. It was twenty-six years ago but I can still feel that battleship digging into my spine.

Everyone went through a Monopoly phase, and though my scars may be more literal than most, it has left a mark on us all. In the days when long hours of television broadcasting were devoted to the static image of a girl playing noughts and crosses with a toy clown, and when you didn't have a PlayStation to plug in your aerial socket when she came on, board games were the baby-boomers' time-sink, and Monopoly was the undisputed king. In Cluedo you plodded glumly about the billiard room for twenty minutes before a series of mumbled, half-hearted accusations heralded the real business of the afternoon: lashing Colonel Mustard and Professor Plum together with the rope and setting about their uncomplaining embodiments with spanner and lead piping. In Mastermind, which wasn't a board game but somehow felt like one, you idly constructed lewd scenarios involving that peculiar Bond baddie/Bond bird couple on the box while an elder sibling detailed with waning patience and waxing volume the limited role played by favourite colours in the laws of logic and probability.

But Monopoly you could play from the end of the Thunderbirds until the start of Dr Who, and wake up in the morning and play again, assembling and consuming hasty and inappropriate meals around the board and postponing visits to the lavatory until it was slightly too late. Because Monopoly made you feel important and grown up: managing money, doing deals, getting arrested. It was a fight to the death, a game that was all about forcing your family and friends ever so slowly down on to their knees before mercilessly punting them into the gutter. And, best of all, those were real gutters, on real streets, a real city.

I put in most of my Monopoly hours with my elder siblings. I was always the neatly streamlined racing car; my brother went for the dreadnought. My sister, clearly lacking self-esteem, was the dog or the old boot. At home we played on a sixties board almost torn in half along the fold; at my grandparents' house we played on a wartime set with a cardboard spinner instead of dice (pity the SS officer who peered out of his Panzer hatch and copped six sides of Empire Bakelite in the teeth). When my father came back from a business trip with an American set, we used to overlap the GO squares and play two-board, figure-of-eight transatlantic marathons. In the school holidays, entire weeks were swallowed whole.

We learned to teleport our tokens without tock-tock-tocking them along for each dot on the dice: if you were on Trafalgar Square and rolled a ten, you cut right across to Bond Street. We learned to pass the little plastic cubes on to the next player with such practised nonchalance that they wouldn't notice you'd parked your motor on their Mayfair until they'd rolled and it was too late. And we learned each other's tactical quirks. My sister swore by the stations and the orange set. I always paid the £10 fine instead of taking a Chance. My brother inevitably assumed control of the onerous dice-related calculations that were the lot of the utilities landlord.

Some of the small-print clauses in the deals we brokered reached management/union levels of arcaneness: I'll give you Oxford Street for Strand and £3 50, but if she swaps Regent Street and you get the whole green set then I'm exempted from paying any rent on it for ten laps. At one stage there was an experiment with insurance policies: a fixed per-lap premium paid to a landlord in exchange for free lodging in any of his hotels you might land on.

After honing our poker-faced virtuosity it was a terrible thing to play with outsiders, amateurs, people who counted out their numbers, who twittered 'Just visiting!' through smugly pursed lips whenever they passed through Jail, who sat there for an hour scanning the rules for any evidence to back up their insistence that you weren't allowed to buy property on the first round of the board. In my pre-teenage prime I could look round a board of cousins and family friends and with a hustler's practised eye pick out their aggravating foibles before we'd even started: he'll try to put houses on GO; she'll find that second-prize-in-a-beauty-contest card sofa-soilingly comical; and, dear God no, every time you hand over the rent to that one he'll say, 'It's a pleasure doing business with you!'

It didn't take much to start a fight in Monopoly, particularly after the hotels started going up – if you've played it more than twice, you'll have seen title deeds fly. Where theft wasn't involved, these incidents could usually be traced to ugly triumphalism; in our family this was neatly defused by the smile-wiping 'winner-puts-the-game-away' rule which required the victor to sort out all the money into denominations and the title deeds into their sets. Get really mouthy, Mister Mayfair, and you might even find yourself putting the Chance cards into alphabetical order.

Monopoly taught us the politics and diplomacy of brokering deals, the basic laws of probability, the art of bending outmoded rules. In Moore Monopoly you couldn't collect rent when you were in prison, there were no auctions, and if anyone tried to sell their Get Out of Jail Free card they got a flick on the ear. I still remember my brother going down under a hail of hotels for invoking the right to buy houses when it wasn't his turn, as enshrined in the terms and conditions of play. You simply couldn't imagine any rival pastime developing such a life of its own, evolving to suit its players. 'Scrabble with the Ns? Well; it's your house.' 'Sorry, Miss Scarlet always starts in the Naughty Corner.' That my siblings and I enjoyed a special relationship with Monopoly was obvious – unavoidably so for the apple-cheeked uncles who jovially proposed a quick game of something before Morecambe and Wise and hobbled out to their Rovers at midnight, pale and broken men – and this relationship was soon blessed with progeny. We began adopting unwanted sets: a fifties one with flat tin tokens, a much earlier board with the stations marked LNER instead of BRITISH RAILWAYS and a dull, mid-eighties set with Mayfair purple and Pall Mall pink. I developed a draughtsman's obsession with those Chance question marks, and painted one very badly on to a badge which I can only hope never got worn. But by the time The Monopoly Omnibus came into my possession, it was too late: the dog had bolted, the boot was on another foot, the battleship had long since steamed out of port. I was twenty and hadn't played the game for years, not in fact since my siblings hit their mid-teens and became more preoccupied with the sort of activities familiar to me from the cheekier Chance cards. And in any case, it was written by Gyles Brandreth.

The man famous not so much for appearing regularly on TV wearing ludicrously novelty pullovers as for doing so without even once being punched hard in the throat by a public-spirited member of the audience, Brandreth was until recently a Tory MP whose Commons speeches were instantly drowned out by endearingly unimaginative bellows of 'WOOLLY JUMPER!'. I hardly need to catalogue the many good reasons for never opening this book – though it would be unprofessionally remiss not to mention his funny bug eyes and Teddy Bear Museum – and yet I couldn't quite bear to dispose of anything decorated with those majestically evocative black capitals. Too large a percentage of my pre-pubescent life had been eaten up by Monopoly; the cord was too thick to cut. The book stayed and so did the boards. There was a brief Monopolistic resurgence during further education, and for my father's sixtieth birthday my siblings and I created a bespoke Monopoly board tailored to his status as cruel and grasping overlord of many student tenants in Bath. That same year I fathered a son of my own, and I will leave you to imagine the lurid pagan rituals enacted when, at the appointed time, the boy was inducted into the Monopoly brotherhood. But though even as a six-year-old Kristjan proved so promisingly competitive that I had to read him the winner-puts-the-game-away riot act after less than fifteen minutes, a year later he still seemed reluctant to acknowledge its unique appeal. When he emerged from an obscure cupboard in my parents' house with a look of feverish anticipation on his face and a dusty Cluedo box in his arms I knew I'd need to have words. But I'd yet to decide what these words might be when one morning soon after he came upstairs with the newspaper, his brow too deeply furrowed for one of such tender years.

'Bad loser at Monopoly may go to jail' read the headline he solemnly indicated, a headline which introduced a harrowing insight into the terrible hold the game could still exert on those of a certain age. The bad loser in question was a former Army sergeant who would regularly 'cajole' his reluctant son into lining up two tokens on GO; when the thirteen-year-old made the mistake of winning, there were 'flare-ups'. Eventually the mother threw the game in the bin, but it was mysteriously retrieved and after a final ill-advised victory the boy found himself being kneed in the groin and slapped. Charged with assault, the man said the attack was incited when the child became 'smarmy'.

'Will you slap me if I win?'

'Only if you're smarmy,' I could have said, but instead I placed a hand on my son's shoulder and smiled sadly. Kristjan needed to know that Monopoly didn't have to be like that, but at the same time he needed to know why it was sometimes like that. Actually, he didn't at all – the boy was still only seven – but there we were anyway, settling down with Uncle Gyles for a glorious tutorial on the days when Monopoly ruled the world.

Introducing The Monopoly Omnibus with the eye-catching claim that he owed his life to the game – his parents having met during a session that evidently got out of hand in a fashion I'd certainly never experienced – Brandreth's essential theme was, and I quote, that 'People seem to like playing Monopoly!'. Not a revelation in itself but the following pages offered Kristjan ample evidence of the game's dominance of the post-war cultural scene. Taught the rules by their parents – as I suppose we must have been, though I don't ever recall playing them – the children of the fifties and sixties clocked up so many laps of the board that for more than a few, a simple game was soon insufficient. When my siblings and I succumbed to Monopoly ennui we doubled the GO money for landing exactly on that square with the big red arrow; for others, this wasn't quite enough.

Once the non-stop straight-game record got up to fifty-nine days, people – or anyway students – quickly diversified. They played Monopoly in baths, in lifts, in tree houses; they played it underground or upside-down, suspended from helium balloons with the board stuck on the ceiling. They played on boards one-inch square, or painted them out on car parks and threw huge foam dice off a third-floor fire escape. Most especially, they played it underwater. The game's American manufacturer went so far as to hire out a special sub-aquatic set, with a steel-backed board weighing 7 stone and houses stuffed with wire wool. In the seventies, it never had time to dry out.

The mania soon went official, with Britain's Monopoly manufacturer John Waddington organising championships in locations felt to be appropriate. It wasn't so bad at first: the inaugural British finals took place on platforms 3 and 4 of Fenchurch Street station, and subsequent finals were played in Park Lane hotels. In 1977, however, a determination to work up a stunt appropriate to Electric Company ended with four unhappy contestants being zipped into anti-radiation suits and frogmarched up to the roof of the main reactor at Oldbury-on-Severn nuclear power station.

Over 160 million Monopoly sets, I learned, have been sold worldwide, and most estimates suggest the game has been played by at least five hundred million people. Extrapolating from these figures, revealing as they do that each set is played by an average of three and a bit people, the twenty million sets sold to Britain's fifty-eight million inhabitants since the game's launch in 1936 have been played by 62½ million people. Even allowing for the sad but enduring truth that people sometimes die, this essentially implied that absolutely everybody in the whole country has played Monopoly. And there was more.

I quickly acquired a repository of fancy-that Monopoly facts. In the war, silk maps were hidden inside Monopoly boards and sent out to Allied prisoners, inspiring hundreds of escapes and even more Get Out of Jail Free jokes. The game is sold in eighty countries and has been translated into twenty-six languages. The Great Train Robbers played Monopoly with real, stolen notes while holed up in that Buckinghamshire farmhouse. During the 2000 May Day protests, an anti-globalisation demonstrator hovered precariously around the relevant streets in a mobile hotel outfit.

Soon, these facts filled my brain and began to overflow out through the mouth below. 'In Finnish Junior Monopoly,' I'd announce to a pub full of acquaintances, no doubt in a dispiriting nasal drone, 'jail is a lavatory.' Unusually, though, only a few heads would drop and begin to nod cravenly into their drinks; most eyes sparkled with animated glee and soon the room would fill with reminiscences of cheating and chicanery; inevitably, too, of boards overturned and tokens raised in anger. People helplessly blurted out the catchphrases, most often the nay, nay and thrice nay declamation on the Chance and Community Chest cards that sent you off to jail. Ours, I was reminded, was a generation brought up in a happier society where strangers threw about birthday cash, where banks made errors in your favour. Someone said their father had made a set, and then so did someone else, and the next week I'd find myself admiring individually crafted hotels and boards lovingly hand-painted in Humbrol enamels. Monopoly made people do things that other games didn't.

And everyone seemed to have questions of their own: why was there an American car with whitewall tyres on Free Parking and a New York cop on Go To Jail? Who else noticed that the site-only rent on Piccadilly was the same as the other yellows when it should have been £2 more? Did anyone ever bother with mortgage interest?

Fielding these queries, I began to realise that despite the game's straight-batted premise – the financial annihilation of your loved ones – the weirdnesses lurking behind Monopoly were reflected in its details. Take the head-melting arithmetic heralded by the landlord of several dozen red and green plastic edifices turning over the Chance card headed You Are Assessed for Street Repairs: £115 per hotel, £40 per house – it is as mindlessly convoluted now as it was then. And what of Community Chest, which has bothered me in a background way for years, ranked in my third division of incomprehensible enigmas between magnetism and the horridness of Somerfield supermarkets? It hardly helped when I learned it to be some sort of semi-official welfare system prevalent during the American Depression. Surely only the most cruelly capricious benefactor pays out £100 for matured annuities with one hand while snatching it all back as doctor's fees with the other. There are sixteen Community Chest cards: would you apply for housing benefit if to do so incorporated a one in eight risk of either being carted instantly off to the nick or entered in an impromptu beauty contest?

The tokens were another popular topic, largely because whereas in most games players pushed a nondescript nub of coloured plastic around the board, some loose cannon in the Monopoly design department had somehow managed to win over the directors with a diecast selection of pathological randomness. 'Well, we've got a racing car, obviously, and this rather nicely detailed dreadnought. Oops! Yes, sorry, the funnels are a bit sharp. This? Well, it's a hat. A slightly squashed top hat, you know, like a tramp might wear. Ah! I knew you'd love the little dog. A Scottie. Isn't he sweet? Oh, and then there's this sort of old jester's boot thing. And an iron.'

To a chorus of slightly deflated sighs I'd relate how these days Monopoly is under the global aegis of the toy giant Hasbro, whose desire for corporate uniformity has swept away most eccentricities. There are cowcatchers now on the trains at Fenchurch Street, Piccadilly's site-only rent is £24, and the 'Uncle Pennybags' character leaps out of Monopoly's middle O on boards the world over. But it's not their fault, I'd say, it's ours: when the firm held an international vote a couple of years back to decide on a new token, the public's choice was unforgivingly dull. When precedent demanded an owl, a lighthouse, a fir cone, a bib, the world's Monopoly players opted instead for a bag of money.

But though tweaks could be tolerated – a new typeface here, a differently coloured banknote there – I encountered a fierce loyalty to the 1936 board's eclectic but apparently sacrosanct property portfolio, usually when discussing the 'special editions'. In recent years Hasbro has produced or licensed a burgeoning range of themed sets – Manchester United Monopoly, Newcastle and Gateshead Monopoly, World Cup Monopoly, Star Wars Monopoly, Scooby-Doo Monopoly, Coca-flaming-Cola Monopoly – but to mention these was to elicit reactions of an intensity to shame even the most maverick Europhobe. 'My son tells me you can get Pokémon Monopoly now!', I'd trill fatuously to my neighbouring dinner guests, and for long, silent seconds there'd be a lot of jaw-muscle and neck-artery work around the table, perhaps even a still-quivering knife buried point first in the beech veneer. 'It's only a game,' someone might eventually pipe up, realising as they did so that the only time you hear those words is when they are plainly untrue. It especially wasn't true because the Monopoly streets weren't silly fabrications – they were real. Tell someone that the Rovers Return occupied Mayfair's berth in Coronation Street Monopoly and you'd get a tersely dismissive reply. 'But the Rovers Return isn't Mayfair. Mayfair is Mayfair.'

And it wasn't just the British. An Australian who came round to paint our exterior woodwork said he'd arrived in the mother of the Empire's capital anticipating a city of angels and vines and fairs in May. After a little more research I discovered that millions of disparate former colonials had been brought up with the London board: Kiwis, Canadians, Indians, Singaporeans, even Saudi Arabians. Before the war even Frenchmen and Belgians were obliged to set off down the Old Kent Road, and Monopoly was the closest Hitler ever got to parading up Piccadilly.

All those hours and days and weeks of tocking tokens round that board branded its addresses into the nation's – the Empire's – subconscious. Doctor Oliver Sacks, who set formidable new challenges for his fellow neurologists in events portrayed in the film Awakenings, and presumably did the same for opticians with his book The Man Who Mistook His Wife For a Hat, finds space to discuss family Monopoly marathons in an early chapter of his autobiography. 'Extreme passions developed over Monopoly,' he recalls, speaking for all who have played the game around the world. But its legacy affected the young Oliver more profoundly and directly, literally colouring his mind's-eye view of streets he had yet to walk down. 'To this day I see the Old Kent Road and Whitechapel as cheap, mauve properties, the pale blue Angel and Euston Road next to them as scarcely any better. By contrast, the West End is clothed for me in rich, costly colours: Fleet Street scarlet, Piccadilly yellow, the green of Bond Street, and the dark, Bentley-coloured blue of Park Lane and Mayfair.' (Even more direct associations were possible on our sixties board, in which the Old Kent Road and Whitechapel were, as they remain today, a basely unequivocal poo brown.)

How different it was on the original game's Atlantic City streets, known to me so well from those board-on-board school-holiday epics. Even though I'd lived all my life in London – albeit a suburban London way out west of the West End – I was still infinitely more intrigued by the lingering mysteries hinted at on our own board than the tedious roll call tolled out during a lap of Atlantic City. Indiana Avenue, Illinois Avenue, Kentucky Avenue, Tennessee Avenue, Pennsylvania Avenue ... if you closed your eyes you could almost see a grid of identical streets knocked up by the mayor's construction cronies in a week and named by his alcoholic wife in an afternoon. And Mayfair was Boardwalk, which as far as I'm aware is a type of plank-paved shoreline promenade that people drop chips on and tramps sleep under.

But how many centuries of deranged linguistic alchemy were distilled into Pall Mall and Piccadilly? Who was the angel of Islington? What white hall and which white chapel? 'Ah – your famous Pentonville Road,' exclaims the Singaporean tourist; and if his cabbie stifles a derisive snigger then, he'll be laughing on the other side of his face an hour later while desperately scanning the A–Z for any trace of Vine Street. Because, as I was beginning to realise and as many of my associates had suggested, however stoutly we might defend it as an untouchable icon, that board made some very unlikely legends. We've all packed up penniless in Park Lane, bailed out bankrupt in Bow Street and, most memorably, met our makers in Mayfair. And when we did so, who didn't slowly emerge from the clamorous aftermath of defeat and take a moment to ponder the mysteries of those malls and squares and fairs, to reflect on the rags-to-riches progress around a board which found a home for all human life; and having done so, looked anew at the triumphant landlord and thought: this top hat is still going in your ear, mate.





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 Olive!, 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 snapshots, 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

[image: Do_Not_Pass_Go_03.jpg]

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 shop floor: 3 5,000 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. Three 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 gender 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 homegrown 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.
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