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    Explore Britain and Ireland's forgotten railways, now transformed into scenic walking trails. Discover their history, landmarks and practical route information in this engaging guide for walkers, cyclists and railway enthusiasts.
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Walkways of the Past: Exploring the UK and Ireland’s Forgotten Railways Embark on a journey through time as Walkways of the Past takes you along the scenic remnants of once-thriving railway lines across the UK and Ireland. These abandoned tracks, now transformed into tranquil trails, are rich with history, natural beauty, and the echoes of industrial ingenuity.

From the breath-taking estuaries of Wales’s Mawaddah Trail to the rugged Atlantic coastline of Ireland’s Great Western Greenway, each chapter invites you to rediscover paths where steam trains once roared. Stroll along the idyllic Tarka Trail in Devon, cross the iconic viaducts of the

Monsal Trail in Derbyshire, and wander the rolling landscapes of the Five

Pits Trail. Every walk tells a unique story of resilience, renewal, and the enduring connection between communities and their landscapes.

Whether you’re a history enthusiast, a nature lover, or simply seeking your next adventure, Walkways of the Past offers a vivid exploration of the hidden treasures that lie just beyond the horizon. Complete with

detailed descriptions, fascinating historical anecdotes, and practical tips for every route, this book is your ultimate guide to uncovering the forgotten railways that shaped our world.

Step back in time. Rediscover the beauty of the journey. Walkways of the Past awaits.
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Chapter 1: The Camel Trail – Cornwall
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“Where Tracks Once Rumbled, Nature Now Thrives”

Description of the Route

The Camel Trail meanders through one of Cornwall’s most picturesque landscapes, offering 18 miles of flat, well-maintained paths ideal for walkers, cyclists, and families. Beginning in the quaint fishing town of Padstow, the trail follows the River Camel inland, passing through the lush greenery of the Camel Valley and ending in the historic town of Bodmin. An optional spur leads to the idyllic moorland of Wenford bridge.

This route is a blend of natural beauty and historical intrigue, allowing visitors to enjoy peaceful estuarine views, ancient woodlands, and remnants of railway heritage.

Historical Background

The Camel Trail occupies the former Bodmin & Wadebridge Railway, one of the oldest railways in the world. Established in 1834, it was initially designed to transport sand from the Camel Estuary to inland farms for use as fertilizer. Later, it also carried slate from the nearby quarries and, eventually, passengers eager to explore the Cornish countryside.

Key Historical Moments:


[image: ]Early Days (1834–1840s): One of the first railways in Cornwall, operated with horse-drawn wagons before transitioning to steam power.

[image: ]Expansion (1870s): Absorbed into the London & Southwestern Railway, the line became part of Cornwall's broader railway network.

[image: ]Peak Usage (1920s): The line thrived, particularly during the summer months, as visitors travelled to Padstow for seaside holidays.

[image: ]Decline and Closure (1967): Falling passenger numbers and the Beaching Axe led to its closure. By then, freight traffic had all but disappeared, and the railway's role in connecting rural communities waned.

[image: ]Rebirth as a Trail (1980s): Visionary conservationists transformed the abandoned railway into a recreational trail, preserving its legacy while inviting new generations to explore its path.


Closure and Transformation

The closure of the railway marked the end of an era for the communities it served. For a time, the tracks lay abandoned, overtaken by weeds and forgotten by most. But in the 1980s, local councils and nature organizations saw potential in the old railway. They cleared the tracks, repurposed bridges, and opened the trail to the public, creating what is now one of the UK’s most beloved walking and cycling routes.

This transformation preserved the trail’s industrial heritage while encouraging environmental conservation. Today, the Camel Trail is an essential part of Cornwall’s tourism economy, drawing thousands of visitors annually.

Key Highlights Along the Route

	Padstow Station:


The trail begins at the site of Padstow’s old railway station, now a bustling harbour town famous for its seafood and picturesque views. Although the station itself has been repurposed, you can still find traces of its past in the surrounding area.

	Camel Estuary:


The early part of the trail runs alongside the Camel Estuary, offering stunning views of tidal flats and salt marshes. This area is a haven for birdwatchers, with species like egrets, curlews, and oystercatchers commonly spotted.

	Wadebridge:


Once a thriving market town, Wadebridge was a central hub for the railway. The old station platform remains visible, and the nearby bridge over the River Camel is a reminder of the town’s historic importance.

	Camel Valley Vineyards:


A short detour from the trail takes you to Cornwall’s most celebrated vineyard, Camel Valley. Visitors can enjoy a wine tasting while taking in panoramic views of the surrounding countryside.

	Bodmin:


The trail ends at Bodmin, a town steeped in history. The nearby Bodmin & Wenford Railway still operates as a heritage line, offering visitors a taste of steam train travel.

	Woodbridge Spur:


For the more adventurous, the optional spur to Woodbridge takes you deeper into Cornwall’s moorland. This remote section is quieter, with towering trees and ancient stone bridges adding to its charm.

Walkers’ Experience

Walking the Camel Trail is a feast for the senses. In spring, the banks are adorned with wildflowers, and the air carries the scent of fresh grass and salt from the estuary. Summer brings longer days and an influx of activity, while autumn paints the trees in golden hues. Even in winter, the trail exudes a quiet beauty, with frost-covered branches and the misty river creating a dreamlike atmosphere.

The flat, even surface makes the trail accessible for all ages and abilities, and benches along the route provide ideal spots for rest or picnics. Families often enjoy the trail together, while solo walkers find it a tranquil escape.

Stories from the Trail

The Sand Trains:

In the early days of the railway, the sight of trains loaded with sand heading inland was a common sight. Farmers would eagerly await these deliveries, as the sand helped enrich Cornwall’s acidic soil.

A Photographer’s Paradise:

Local photographer Harriet Vivian famously captured images of the railway during its peak. Her photos, now preserved in local archives, provide a vivid glimpse into the trail’s bustling past.

Memories of the Last Train:

When the railway closed, locals turned out in droves to bid farewell to the final passenger train.

Many recall the bittersweet moment, as it marked the end of an era.

Practical Information for Walkers

[image: ]Length: 18 miles (shorter sections possible).

Starting Point: Padstow, easily accessible by car or public transport.

Difficulty: Easy; suitable for all levels.

Best Time to Visit: Late spring to early autumn.

Nearby Attractions:

[image: ]The Eden Project, a short drive from Bodmin.

Tintagel Castle, steeped in Arthurian legend.

The Cornish coastline, with its golden beaches and dramatic cliffs.

Reflections on the Camel Trail

Walking the Camel Trail is more than a journey through Cornwall; it’s a journey through time. Every mile reveals a story, from the hard-working sand trains of the 19th century to the vibrant recreation of today. As you follow the gentle curves of the trail, it’s easy to imagine the hiss of steam engines and the chatter of passengers heading to seaside holidays.

The Camel Trail is a testament to the resilience of history, showing how forgotten railways can be transformed into something beautiful and enduring. Whether you’re a railway enthusiast, a nature lover, or simply looking for a peaceful escape, this trail promises a memorable adventure.

Check out the local council website https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/environment/countryside/cycle-routes-and-trails/the-camel-trail/
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Chapter 2: The Monsal Trail – Derbyshire

[image: ]


“Where Engineering Meets Elegance in the Heart of the Peaks”

Description of the Route

The Monsal Trail stretches 8.5 miles through the heart of the Peak District National Park, following the route of the Midland Railway line that once connected Manchester to London. This picturesque trail combines stunning natural landscapes with remarkable feats of Victorian engineering. Starting in Bakewell, it meanders through valleys, over dramatic viaducts, and through lit tunnels, ending in the peaceful village of Blackwell Mill.

The Monsal Trail offers visitors an immersive experience in both history and nature, making it a favourite destination for walkers, cyclists, and history buffs alike.

Historical Background

The Midland Railway opened the line in 1863 as part of its effort to create a direct link between Manchester and London. At the time, the Peak District’s rugged terrain presented a significant engineering challenge. Victorian ingenuity, however, triumphed, resulting in a railway that was both functional and visually striking.

For over a century, the line carried goods and passengers through the picturesque dales. It played a crucial role in connecting rural Derbyshire communities to larger urban centres, facilitating trade and tourism. However, the rise of road transport and the decline of rural rail services led to its closure in 1968 under the Beeching cuts.

Key Historical Moments


[image: ]The Rise of the Midland Railway (1860s): The Midland Railway constructed the line to establish dominance in railway transport, carving through the limestone valleys of the Peak District.

[image: ]Victorian Ingenuity: Engineers designed a series of tunnels, viaducts, and embankments





	Bakewell:



	Headstone Viaduct:



	Lit Tunnels:



	Water Cut Limestone Valleys:



	Millers Dale Station:



	Blackwell Mill:
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