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To Amy, my girlfriend. Thank you for being there with me on this journey.
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Visit any railway station in the UK, especially on the mainline, and have a look at the end of the platform. Almost certainly there will be a trainspotter. Sometimes there will be a crowd, at other times just a handful, depending on what’s coming through. Trainspotters and train enthusiasts can be any age, any gender, any temperament. It’s easy to identify us: a notepad, a camera, sitting on a bench waiting for a locomotive to pass through, standing at the end of the platform setting up a shot. ‘Are you here for the railtour?’ – a question that can turn a nomadic outing into an adventure with a crew of fellow enthusiasts. Trainspotters like me can find instant camaraderie through our mutual appreciation for the iron horses that gallop across our network.
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In the UK, trainspotting began in the early nineteenth century when rail travel was just emerging. The act of being a trainspotter wasn’t necessarily recorded back then, but no doubt there would have been wide-eyed children, quietly appreciative parents and curious grandparents marvelling at George Stephenson’s Rocket as it chugged along at 30mph. By the twentieth century, the romance of travelling by train and the beauty of steam locomotives began to fuel a fascination with the railway. The Duchess of Hamilton; the Flying Scotsman; the class A4s, particularly the Mallard that, in 1938, broke the record for the fastest steam locomotive, achieving 126mph just south of Grantham in Lincolnshire, all brought the bold image of the railway into the minds of the general public and ignited the beginning of trainspotting as we know it.

Subsequently, the numbers on the sides of locomotives, not just the hero engines but the workhorses of the shunting yards, introduced a new dimension to trainspotting in this era. Nearly twenty thousand steam locomotives ran along the network towards the end of the 1930s, all with unique numbers, some with names, to be collected by trainspotters, along with other relevant information, and compiled in a book. Just the same way someone might collect stamps or coins.

After the Second World War, the railway industry went through drastic changes: diesel locomotives started to take over from their steam counterparts, compounded by the modernization plan of 1955, whereby manufacturers were commissioned to create multiple classes of electric and diesel locomotives in small batches. Through trialling on the network, the most reliable, powerful and efficient locomotives were selected for further orders. This created a hive of separate classes of diesel locomotives operating in different regions with varying degrees of rarity, manufactured by individual companies with different engines, while steam was shouting its last hurrah. It was certainly an exciting time to spot trains. Lines of children would sit with their legs over the edge of the platform, all with notepads, writing down numbers, while older spotters stood behind. Through the 1970s and 1980s, electric and diesel locomotives and multiple units dominated the lines. Steam was no longer the principal source of power. Railway photography became an increasingly popular way of cataloguing locomotives that had been spotted.

The 1990s, the era of privatization, brought new liveries. Spotters were now capturing moments on camcorders, though numbers were still being taken down in trusty notebooks. In the early 2000s, the diesel and electric relics of the previous century started to fall away, replaced by more efficient, less polluting and quieter locomotives and multiple units. Some of the original trainspotters started to fall away too.

Trainspotting found a home on social media sites like Flickr and Facebook in the 2010s: a game-changing way to share the rare movements that might have taken place on a particular day. Instagram enhanced this, then TikTok. A new, younger generation of trainspotters have started to emerge and connect with one another. The station platforms of the last century are now virtual, with enthusiast groups, spotting group chats and social media feeds bringing enthusiasts together, sparking new interests and sharing the beauty of the railway with an expanded audience. The platforms are full, and I am glad to be part of it.
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Different parts of my brain are tickled by the railway. The huge amounts of momentum in a moving train, juxtaposed by the directional restriction of the rails, gives me an odd sense of calm. There is so much predictability in the direction of the train; it’s clear what is going to happen next. Trainspotting also taps into my desire to collect things, which began with Hot Wheels cars when I was a toddler and, later, noting down details of cool cars that I had seen.

Nowadays I record my locomotive encounters in videos and photographs, which I then order and date. The main stimuli from the railway for me are the sounds: screeching rails, vibrating metal, groaning traction motors, thrashing diesel power units, explosive tones. Sonic energy from the railway gives me goosebumps and electricity in my body. I can happily ride along and listen to a class 455 with its refurbished Vossloh Kiepe traction motors all day, swinging up and down with the varying pitch of the motors. The tunnel just after Leatherhead is a particularly great spot for an exhibition of the animal-like scream from beneath the carriages. What may just be the ambience of a commute, for me is an anthem for my passion.
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I have written this book to present trainspotting in its totality. Complete moments of elation. Dampening moments of disappointment. From chasing trains into the depths of Wales to reconciling the status quo of cool with my lifelong hobby. I want to give an insight into trainspotting, which from the outside might seem weird, even potentially puzzling as to why someone would stand at the end of a platform or on an overbridge for hours, or drive hundreds of miles in the lashing rain or beating sun, just to see a train.

I hope this book will also help remind people of their childhood passions and, maybe, if they are lying dormant, to reconnect with the joyful feelings of youth. And for fellow trainspotters reading this, particularly those at school, hold on to your passion. The general perception of what is cool may weather your connection to the hobby, but keep it true to yourself. Trains are cool!
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Location: A417, Gloucester, 29 December 2021, 21:14

I have stayed in this hotel once before. It’s right next to the A417, and just next to the A417 is Barnwood Junction, where the train line coming from Gloucester Station and, further afield, Cardiff meets the line from Bristol Temple Meads. The two lines converge and continue north towards Birmingham.

This is the reason I’ve chosen this hotel. I can drift off to sleep to the sound of a class 66 hauling the Margam TC to Immingham Sorting Sidings service. As the locomotive joins, the driver will accelerate to notch 8 and the full 3,000hp of the EMD two-stroke engine will bellow from its lungs. Loud enough for me, just audible through the walls.

 The last time I stayed in the hotel, I was given a room on the first floor overlooking the car park, away from the line. This time I requested to have a view of the train tracks. In the morning I know I will see two class 37s top-and-tailing a set of barrier coaches on the way to Lydney, to pick up a class 360 that had been used for filming for a TV programme, Holby City apparently, three weeks earlier. The class 360 unit was originally meant to have been picked up two weeks ago. I went to see this move, but after watching the start-up and coupling at Lydney Junction platform, there seemed to be brake pressure issues, so the class 37 (37510) returned to Derby RTC light engine. In other words, it was travelling as a locomotive by itself.

The hotel lift takes me to the third floor. The room is just like the one that faced the car park: PVC and laminate flooring. The window view and the mattress are what really matter. I am just falling asleep as the 23:33 Cardiff Tidal TC to Masborough FD blasts by. I get up and pull the railed curtain aside to see the ribbed containers flicker through the illumination of the nearby streetlights. I get back under the rigid sheets after it passes.

I wake up at 05:50. It is still dark.

I check live.rail-record to see where the two class 37s are. They are approximately one hour away. This move is a particularly interesting one as the two class 37s being used are from two separate rail freight operating companies. I get dressed and dash out of my room, remembering my wallet, my keys, my headphones, my phone and my GoPro.
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Notches

What is a notch? Unlike a car, most locomotives and multiple units don’t have a smooth accelerator, they have notches. With class 66s for example, there are eight notches that allow the driver to modulate the power according to how much tractive force is required and the conditions of the railhead. 1 is the lowest power, 8 is the highest. Usually, upon acceleration, shoving the engine into notch 8 will cause wheel slip, so the power must be eased through the notches gently.
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I arrive at Gloucester Station. My friend Ryan has messaged me on Instagram to say that he is already at the platform. Ryan and I constantly message about trains, send each other pictures and discuss our outings. I became friends with him after he discovered my train videos online. He too is an enthusiast who likes to film trains. We connected and arranged our first outing, and since then our friendship has grown. I have become used to Ryan wearing his bright blue jacket, so I am looking out for it when I arrive.

The sliding doors of Gloucester Station open. I am slightly concerned about who is at the ticket gate. Sometimes they can be a little bit grumpy and not let people through who want to trainspot on the platform without using a train ticket.

A very smiley lady greets me and lets me through. Straight away I see Ryan. He is watching two class 170s uncouple at the station. It’s quite an interesting mechanical process to witness. Two metallic hands with interlinking fingers able to hold one another through thousands of newtons of force, just releasing with a clunk.

‘Hello, Ryan, how’s it going?’ I say as I approach him.

‘Alright, Francis,’ he replies. Ryan is from Gloucestershire and has a very strong accent. He very proudly calls it his farmer accent.

Ryan gets a little bit nervous when meeting new people. I can tell he still gets a bit nervous when meeting me. He’s a little bit more rigid and quiet when we first say hello. After talking about the day ahead and what trains we are going to see, he loosens, and his infectious energy starts to roll out. This has a huge impact on me. When I see him, my morning grogginess disappears and it’s almost as though my body is anticipating the serotonin that is about to be released into my bloodstream. Every time we go trainspotting together, we have such a great time.

We walk down Gloucester’s 602.69-metre-long platform, the longest in England, to the end of the concrete walkway that juts out into the darkness, lit by dim LED lights every 20 metres. We both check the train-tracking website to see that the double class 37s are only ten minutes away. We set up our cameras ready to catch the moment they pull through the station.

At 07:14, 37510 leads two barrier coaches and the 37116 over Horton Road crossing. We can hear the mighty English Electric traction motor even before it’s in view of our cameras. With each rotation of the sixty-year-old engine, thunder farts out from its exhaust pipe. A class 66 or any more recent locomotive doesn’t come close to the theatrics of this beautiful machine.

The sound of the engine courses through my nervous system, tingling my fingers and sending tickles up my back. It’s almost as though it’s a primeval reaction to a dinosaur roaring, fight or flight, but in this case it’s simply a tremendous stimulus that makes me giddy.

37510 has recently had a new paint job and it looks absolutely stunning with its yellow, angular snowploughs cutting through the dim, dark blue of the morning. It coasts towards us.

I am expecting nothing more than to see it roll by. Maybe a little tone. It’s very unlikely to thrash – which is when the driver opens up the taps and the engine achieves maximum revolutions per minute (rpm), producing the biggest noise it can – or even let off more than two tones, because it’s so early. Most of Gloucester is still asleep.

A flatulent torrent from the low tone howls down the platform and it makes me jump. British train horns have two tones, high and low, and in some cases a loud or soft setting. The driver holds on to the low tone even longer, for approximately two seconds. My jaw drops as I am completely surprised by what I’m hearing. The driver then raises the horn lever and blasts the high tone like Louis Armstrong pursing his lips together and blowing into his trumpet as hard as he can. A sphincter-clenching ring resonates in my ears as it approaches. The driver releases the tone lever. Silence. It’s 10 metres away and approaching at 20mph. Five metres. The low tone punches me again, this time louder, closer, more fantastic. I am now laughing uncontrollably.
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The driver holds the tone as the locomotive passes me, creating an awesome Doppler effect, where the direction of travel of the sound emitter causes the frequency of the sound to bunch up as it approaches the receiver – me – causing a higher pitch; as it passes, the frequency is extended by the emitter moving away from the receiver, causing a lower pitch. This is one of the ultimate sounds to catch while trainspotting and it’s utterly euphoric.

Ryan and I are left on the platform bent over double with hysteria. We high-five as we recover and watch back the footage.

‘This is gonna make a great video!’ exclaims Ryan. I laugh and nod in agreement.
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Tones/horns

Horns can be sounded from 06:00 a.m. until midnight and used to alert trackside workers, when approaching foot crossings or whistle boards, operating in depots or sidings and during wrong-direction movements.


We mill around on the platform for another fifteen minutes and eventually start walking back to the station building.

‘I wonder where we can catch it again,’ I say to Ryan. ‘It’s going down to Lydney to collect that 360 so it’s going to have six hundred tons or so to haul on the way back to Bicester. We should try and catch it where there’s a decent incline so we can hear it thrashing.’

‘How about Over crossing?’ Ryan suggests.

‘Yes, that’d work as you’ve got that nice incline under the footbridge before you reach the crossing.’

‘No, no, no, not that one. I’m not going there,’ Ryan cuts in. ‘I’m not going back there. That farmer is awful. He threatened to call the police last time.’

Ryan went to the furthest crossing at Over – the third one along – a few weeks ago. It’s on a public footpath but for some reason one of the farmers really doesn’t like trainspotters.

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he shot at us,’ Ryan continues. ‘Last time I heard him shooting birds, the nasty man.’

Ryan suggests that we go to the first crossing at Over but I know that section of the track is on a decline, so the engine definitely won’t be thrashing.

One of the things I find most exciting about trainspotting is discovering new viewing locations. I open Google Earth on my phone and trace the track the two class 37s dragging the 360 will be following, while also looking at the elevation change and any foot crossings. It’s quite a hard task that often requires full concentration and some inside intel too.

As we wander towards the lift, we see a driver in Great Western Railway uniform. He looks to be in his mid-thirties. He smiles. I smile back and then look down at my feet.

‘Francis?’ The driver is still looking at me with a smile on his face.

I reply, ‘Yes, how’s it going?’

‘I love your videos, man. My name’s Colin. I’m a driver for GWR.’

‘Nice to meet you, Colin. Thanks!’ I say with a smile. ‘What trains do you drive?’

‘Ah, mainly class 800s from Paddington, Cardiff Central and Bristol Temple Meads.’

We talk for a little while about his experience on the railway. He is actually the youngest person ever to drive my favourite train – a class 43 HST. When he left school, he went straight into an apprenticeship and was in the driver’s cab by the time he was twenty. Needless to say, I’m jealous.

Ryan butts in. ‘We just saw two class 37s heading to Lydney.’

Colin turns to Ryan. ‘Oh! That was you, was it? Heard you from a mile off.’

We all chuckle.

I look around as the conversation dries a little, so I decide to tell Colin that we are looking for a good incline to see the 37s on their return journey.

‘If it’s going back to Bicester via Stroud you should head to the Stroud Valley. Loads of great spots down there and it’s an incline from Stroud all the way to Sapperton Tunnel.’

Colin seems adamant that the Stroud Valley is the right spot, and it immediately piques my interest. I have a look on Google Earth and see that there is a succession of lighter areas of ballast every so often along the line, highlighting where the foot crossings are.

‘There was a death there last year, so they might’ve shut some of the crossings,’ Colin tells us. ‘Network Rail wants to do away with all foot crossings and road crossings as they pose such a safety concern.’
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There’s a chance all crossings will be shut, but it’s a chance I am willing to take. I can see Ryan is worried. He likes to know what’s going to happen, as do I to an extent, but I feel for Ryan because it has more of an impact on his mood and emotions.

I check the time. ‘What would be the nearest station to the Stroud Valley incline?’ I ask Colin.

‘Well, you’ve got Kemble one side and Stroud the other side,’ Colin replies.

I check live.rail-record to see that it’s due through at 12:50, giving us nearly five hours. ‘Ryan, we have bags of time! We might as well check it out.’

Reluctantly, Ryan agrees.
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Location: Frampton Mansell, 30 December 2021, 08:52

We jump in the car. I have the destination on my Google Maps set to Frampton Mansell, which seems to be a sleepy village in the Stroud Valley. Only a church, the Crown Inn and the village hall are highlighted on the map as places of interest. The train line runs right through the village.

Google Maps announces that we have arrived at our destination. I am careful not to scratch my alloy rims as I bring the car towards the roadside. Most modern kerbs are tapered, so the tyre will scrub against them before the rims do, but I can see this is not the case with this decrepit pavement. The kerbstones stick their abrasive chins out at my wheels. I leave a good 20 centimetres between them – probably too much.

Ryan and I get out and are immediately knocked sideways by the sourness of the air. It’s not quite the Cheddar-like smell of cow dung. More citric.

‘What the hell is that, Francis?’ Ryan’s face is screwed up, his nostrils flared.

I laugh. ‘Smells like shit.’

I decide to swap my grey, crinkled Crockett & Jones loafers – a charity shop find – for some sturdy steel toecaps that I have in my boot. Their glossy black faux-leather finish clashes with my mid-wash Levi’s and my blue knitted jumper. I lace them up, shut the boot and lock the car.

Ryan has his big green camping backpack with him carrying an assortment of tripods, portable chargers and energy drinks.

We head towards the green footpath sign next to St Luke’s Church, passing a 1960s bus stop. It’s constructed from limestone but is not made very prettily, the lichen on it looking quite convincingly like pressed chewing gum.

As we get nearer to the church, the road dips down, revealing a small septic tank truck doing its business with a small cottage.

‘That’s the smell, Ryan,’ I chuckle.

The footpath takes an abrupt right from the pavement and leads down, next to the graveyard. Overhanging branches and brambles tease us as the tarmacked path gets crumblier and steeper. ‘This path should take us to the first foot crossing,’ I explain to Ryan. The path turns to rubble and I start to see the distinct shape and colour of railway ballast just over the approaching turnstile.

I’m immediately worried. There’s nothing in the way of a level crossing.

Once you’re past the gate of a foot crossing, you need to make your way to the other side as quickly as possible. There’s no dilly-dallying, or trainspotting, for that matter. As soon as you step on to Network Rail property you need to get off it. Actually, you generally shouldn’t be on it in the first place, unless it’s a foot crossing like this one.

Some of the foot crossing gates I’ve seen can house amblers or trainspotters at a minimum of 10 feet away from the railhead, which is as close to the action as you can get while being safely shielded behind a fence. In this case, stepping over the turnstile feels exactly like trespassing as the only thing in the way of foot crossing infrastructure is a bold red sign standing solemnly, blaring, ‘STOP. Look. Listen. Beware of the trains.’

Ryan isn’t happy with this at all. ‘No, no, no, this doesn’t feel right, Francis. We’ll get in trouble being here.’

‘You’re right, Ryan. Let’s check out the other side anyway.’

I look at Traksy, a live train tracking app, to see if there are any headcodes, or trains, moving through the signal blocks between Kemble and Stroud. Nothing. I stop, look, listen, and cross the tracks. I’m disappointed. The other side isn’t any better.

‘There’s another crossing further down anyway, Ryan, let’s have a look,’ I shout across the tracks.

We make our way back on to the road and, using Google Earth, I can see the next crossing is more significant: a farmer’s crossing. They are a lot wider and allow farm vehicles to cross. The only issue is, sometimes these crossings are restricted for farmers’ use only and are no place for a trainspotter. The law is predictable when it comes to trespassing on the railway, but farmers are not predictable at all. If you’re on a farmer’s crossing, you might as well be a pesky pheasant ready to be filled up with lead shot.

The muddy chevron pattern of a tractor’s rear tyres leads down to the farmer’s crossing. We are relieved to see a mossy green sign indicating a public footpath next to it.

‘Yes!’ Ryan and I exclaim in unison.

‘This crossing looks new, don’t it?’ Ryan points out. He’s right. The moulded rubber levelling between the railheads and the road looks satisfyingly crisp. Usually the rubber is perished and crumbles under friction from a tractor or farm vehicle tyre. The gates are quite bright too, even though they are made of dull aluminium. There’s also a shiny pedestrian and farm vehicle traffic light. The forest green and red lights look like sweeties and are clearly recently out of the box. They are there to tell you to stop when there’s a train coming. Typically, it will give around 45 seconds’ warning from my experience with other crossings, but it’s usually dependent on the maximum line speed. However, as they are sensor-based, the time it takes to arrive may vary due to the speed of the train.
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A Suzuki Jimny is parked facing away from the crossing. It seems to have just crossed, but no one is in it.

The trackside electrical boxes obscure most of our view, so we cross over. This side is better; there’s less foliage here, in the direction towards Kemble. The position of the crossing itself is at the centre point of an S shape in the track, so it’s the ideal spot to see around the apex of one side and, due to the lack of vegetation, the apex of the other corner too.

I find a retaining wall next to the path leading up to the gate that is a perfect place to stand on while holding on to the level crossing sign. It takes a bit of scrambling and muscle tremors in my left quad to heave myself up but looking at the view, I’m quite pleased with it. Ryan is too scared to jump up with me as he doesn’t usually favour himself when it comes to technical climbs, even though I give him lots of encouragement and always offer a hand.


Class 37
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Build date 1960–1965

Total produced 309

Number in service/preserved 66 in service, 35 preserved

Prime mover English Electric 12CSVT (37/9: Mirrlees Blackstone MB275Tt, Ruston RK270Tt)

Power output 1,750bhp

Maximum speed 80mph

Current operators Colas Rail, Direct Rail Services, West Coast Railway, Europhoenix, Rail Operations Group, Locomotive Services Limited

Nicknames Tractor, Growler, Slugs


I check my app again and I see that there is a CrossCountry class 221 Voyager approaching Kemble Station. Once it has passed Kemble, it should arrive here in a matter of minutes. It’s the perfect test to see if the location is suitable for watching the class 37s.

A blaring siren comes from the pedestrian and farm vehicle traffic light. This is not good. The sound of the thrashing of the class 37s will be ruined by this noise. I look at Ryan and we both shake our heads in disappointment. The class 221 whirs by, its engines working at around mid-rpm to overcome the incline, but we can barely hear them.

A smiley lady walks up the path towards the crossing, carrying a bin bag filled with garden waste. ‘Hello, lads,’ she calls out. ‘Anything good coming through?’

‘Some class 37s, but nothing special really,’ I reply. ‘Well, for us they’re special, but nothing like a steam train or anything!’ From my experience, when someone asks if anything good is coming through they’ll stick around for a steam train but if it’s anything else, they’ll move on.

The lady continues to smile, and she seems interested. ‘Well, take care.’

‘You’ll certainly hear them, that’s for sure,’ says Ryan as the lady looks both ways and crosses the tracks. She laughs and opens the gate on the other side with her free hand. I realize the Suzuki Jimny parked on the other side is hers. Perhaps she forgot something after she crossed – surely she can’t be loading her car one bag at a time, especially if it involves stopping, looking and listening each time.

It suddenly occurs to me that she’d be a great person to ask about our viewing spot. I shout across to her. ‘Excuse me, do you know if there are any more foot crossings up ahead?’

The lady draws her head back from the passenger door. ‘There’s one further up the line but it’s a little tricky to get to … it may even be closed now.’

‘What’s the best way to get to it?’

‘Follow that path down there’ – she points behind me – ‘but make sure you don’t go through the first gate on the right: I have guard dogs in there and they won’t hold back,’ she says jokily. ‘There will be a small turnstile at the bottom of the hill. Go through it, and I think it should be easy to get to from there.’

‘Thanks!’ I call across.

She smiles and waves as she opens the driver’s-side door.

We take the path, which soon becomes boggy and uneven. I am so relieved to be wearing my sturdy boots instead of my loafers. Ryan is sliding around all over the place and his shoes are soaked through and plastered in thick mud. I find this sort of thing hilarious. When I think of the time I’ve laughed the hardest, it was on a family walk across the Devon cliffs in 2010, when I was ten years old. Suddenly there was a massive downpour as we started to descend to Branscombe beach. My cousins and I were sliding on our bums down the hill, totally drenched and nearly wetting ourselves with laughter.

I can tell that walking through the mud is becoming less hilarious for Ryan the longer we’re slithering along this path, but I’m still enjoying navigating the terrain, feeling like I’m in an off-road vehicle and I have to pick the best route in order to keep up my momentum and not get bogged down.

The footpath runs next to a hedgerow on one side, and along the edge of a cambered field on the other. At the bottom of the field, which probably has an elevation change of about 15 metres, is a stream. We pass some sheep who gaze at us with their almost rectangular compressed pupils. Some of them have curly horns and they definitely seem more aggressive than the non-horned sheep, who shuffle away as we come close to them. The horned sheep stand firmly in defiance.

We come to the gate the lady mentioned, on the right. A very clear ‘Guard Dogs, Beware’ sign in the middle.

Two Alsatians bomb towards us. My heart thuds and instinctively I step back. The gate does its job and the dogs snap at us from behind it. Their barks are loud. I’m fine with dogs in general but I much prefer cats: they’re a lot easier to read and it doesn’t hurt too much if they nip you.


Britain’s Biggest Station
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Name London Waterloo

Platforms 24 Mainline Platforms

Trains per day Approximately 1,600

Passengers per year 86.9 million passengers (pre-Covid-19)

Opened 11 July 1848

Further information The busiest station in the UK, Waterloo Station was never intended to be a terminus; the line was originally meant to continue to the City of London. It was redeveloped in 1921 into what we know it as today, with the grand Victory Arch at the entrance. The last steam service from London departed from London Waterloo in 1967. Eurostar services into mainland Europe departed from London Waterloo from 1994 until 2007, when they moved to St Pancras.




Ryan is talking about the approaching class 37s. ‘They’ve just gone through Lydney, Francis.’

We climb up a very steep and slippery hill after going through the turnstile. There’s a lot of tree cover here and the autumn leaves have been on the ground for a couple of months, turning pasty and becoming one with the mud. Ryan is having a hard time with traction. I am too, but my boots are doing a decent enough job. I advise Ryan to use the saplings to help him get up the hill and to walk up with sideways feet so that they have more of a profile against the direction of the slope.

Another gate, yellow and weathered, rises from the crest of the hill.

‘Here it is, Ryan!’

[image: ]

Location: Sapperton Tunnel, 30 December 2021, 09:38

The view from the foot crossing is perfect. To the right the track snakes downhill, following the profile of the valley. To the left, the track is swallowed up by a dark mouth, brimmed with geometric limestone: Sapperton Tunnel.

‘That looks epic up there.’ Ryan’s squinting, focusing his eyes on the top of the tunnel opening.

He is right. There does seem to be a good viewing spot there, but from my experience, this often gives false hope. I imagine there’s a Network Rail-enforced three-spike fence, keeping the area out of reach.

We only have fifty-five minutes until the class 37s pass. But it’s worth a shot.

Following what seem to be spirit lines – where deer and other mammals traverse the same route, leaving faint disturbances in the leaves underfoot – we start to climb up towards Sapperton Tunnel. I feel that I have a good sense of direction and so I set the red dial on the compass in my brain, fixed on the top of the tunnel.

We have to follow the tracks but the foliage and the peri-meter fence barge outwards, compromising our route. There’s a small stream, deep enough to warrant a jump to the other side. I leap across. The leaves on the other bank slide into the water under my feet, revealing a slab of wet clay earth. My feet treadmill wildly as I try to accelerate upwards but there’s no chance of that. I slide back into the water. Ryan’s high-pitched cackle makes it all worth it.

We press on, sacrificing our dry feet, and as we near the top of the hill, brambles scratch our bodies. We pick them out of the way with our fingers, clasping the rigid stems, avoiding the thorns.

A clearing, at last! I break through on to a very rough concrete path. Ryan is behind me, still caught in the spiky tendrils. In a moment of rage he powers through the remaining brambles, a thorn catching his eyebrow, taking hold as he pulls part of the undergrowth on to the path with him.

Following the choppy path, we realize there is a fence withholding the view from us. Three metal wires are staggered one above the other, 20 centimetres apart. I can just about see glimmers of the track through the thick bushes.

‘We’ll have to go back to the crossing, Ryan. This won’t be good enough.’

‘I can’t do that again, Francis. That was awful.’ Ryan walks on ahead in protest, shaking his head grumpily.

That’s the thing with trainspotting: it’s so unpredictable, even as planned and organized as it may seem. There’s always a chance a train will be cancelled, a new spot won’t be good, or a farmer might shout at us. It can be deflating but I’ve found there always has to be contrast, a thrill of the chase, to be able to truly appreciate the highs that trainspotting has to offer.
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‘Oh my God – here, Francis!’ Ryan is jumping up and down.

I run up to him. The buddleia and thick brambles gradually thin out to reveal a gap in the bushes, leading down to a clearing. A green strip. A stage!

We walk down and there it is – the line leading up the incline to Sapperton Tunnel, disappearing below our feet into the tunnel that we have now conquered. The trails of abraded steel emerge in the distance, hugging the first bundle of trees and swooping around along a retaining wall, past the foot crossing and cutting into the rock face beneath us. The swirling clouds just touch the tops of the trees in the middle distance. Some of the moisture is caught and held in pockets of fluff along the edges of the valley. The light is slightly dim due to the thick cloud but our excitement for this new-found spot makes the view seem totally scintillating. Keeping to the right of the clearing is our best bet as it puts us at a slight angle, relative to the track. Finding the best viewing angle is always important as it captures a nice proportion of the side of the consist – the term for a collection of rail vehicles – but it is particularly vital for this
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