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INTRODUCTION

DEPARTURES

Perhaps you meant to be here. Or perhaps your just-woken-up presence was unplanned.

But here you are, at the end of the line, the point at which your train can travel no further. A dead end, a cul-de-sac. You could choose to stay on board and head off in the opposite direction back up the line, or you could hang around a while, have a poke around to see what’s here, have a good snoop.

I’m going to do just that. In fact, I’m going to have a good snoop in 16 different places, 16 dead ends, seeking out the histories and heritage of each place, uncovering their purpose and their people. Who lives there? Who travels there? Where did they come from? And will they ever leave?

In order to get to the end of the line, of course, you’ve got to travel along it, so I’ll also be undertaking 16 different train journeys, wildly different ones, from full-day affairs that traverse human-free wildernesses to comparatively short and speedy hops across and under metropolitan areas. Each time, though, I’ll be staying on board until the buffers, until there’s nowhere else to go. The last man sitting.

The intention is to zigzag my way down the British Isles, north to south, going with gravity. Spoiler alert: I don’t start in John o’ Groats or finish in Land’s End. Neither of them is served by trains, after all. But I do visit the stations closest to them – and more than a dozen fascinating destinations in between, both coastal and inland. I’m off to hear their secrets, to experience their essence, to loiter with the locals.

In doing so, I’ll also effectively be taking the temperature of Britain, of a country that’s experienced a tumultuous few years, on the mend from a pandemic but still ailing from the effects of Brexit. I’m keen to see what has changed and what’s stayed the same, and to measure how a town survives if its glory days are over: how it reinvents itself; how it develops a new character. And what does all this reinvention mean for the notion of national identity? What does Wick have in common with Morecambe, or South Shields with Chesham, or Ebbw Vale with Penzance?

Such a quest needn’t be a solo expedition, though. This double seat has plenty of room and I’ve bagged us a table. And I’ve packed more than enough sandwiches for two. So, come join the trip, why don’t you? But hurry. I can hear that whistle blowing…






—1—

RETURN TICKET TO TIMBUKTU

Inverness–Wick

It’s February half term and, on the concourse of Inverness railway station, the talk between the teens of the Highlands’ only city is all about next year’s academic options.

‘You can’t do woodwork as a Higher. Just metalwork.’

‘Fuck off.’

‘I’m not shitting you. It’s true. Ask Aaron.’

‘Fuck off.’

A beat.

‘I need woodwork for my apprenticeship. That’s that fucked then.’

The rest of those here on the concourse – the two dozen of us waiting for the 2 p.m. service to Wick – aren’t experiencing such potty-mouthed, existential anger. At least, we aren’t now.

It was a different matter an hour ago. The Far North Line – the curling, snaking track that this afternoon will take us up into the wilds of Sutherland and Caithness, finally depositing its remaining human cargo at Wick, nearly four and a half hours after we set off – has been shut for several days. Halfway up the line, between Brora and Helmsdale, the coast has taken a battering from a tag team of spring tides and fearsome storms, resulting in a landslip at the point at which track meets tideline.

Over the intervening days and nights, 350 tonnes of rock and stones have been deposited there, shoring up the sea wall. The line only reopened less than an hour ago, having passed the forensic scrutiny of Network Rail. Our train will be the first northbound service over the repaired track. Wish us luck.

At the stroke of two, our train – normally one of four daily services, with just a single one on Sundays – rumbles into action, inching out of the station and arcing around the back of town. We’re leaving the angsty teens of Inverness behind. Ahead of us aren’t difficult decisions about our future education. Ahead of us is an afternoon of adventure as we push north. Ahead of us, at the far end of the Far North Line, Scotland’s Timbuktu is waiting.

Once the service has carefully negotiated the swing bridge across the Caledonian Canal, it’s full diesel ahead along the marshy banks of Beauly Firth. Bodies of water will be a frequent view out of the window for the next four hours. There’ll be up to 24 station-stops too.

The first of those stops is at the village of Beauly, a station remarkable for one thing in particular. Its platform is the shortest in Britain, measuring just 15 metres, shorter than the length of one of this train’s two carriages. Deirdre, the train manager, issues a warning over the crackling PA. ‘Only one door will open. That’s the rear door of the front carriage. I repeat, that’s the rear door of the front carriage.’

As she wanders through the train checking and scanning tickets, Deirdre is also jotting down each passenger’s destination on a mini-clipboard. She has to keep a tally, just in case someone wants to leave the train at one of the line’s eight request stops. Although it’s a Friday afternoon, with the potential for passengers heading north for a weekend away, she tells me there are currently only 28 of us on board, plus her and the driver. ‘I think everyone’s decided to steer clear because of the work on the line. This train was showing as cancelled just an hour or so ago.’

By the time we roll into Dingwall, more passengers swell our number, be they workers slipping off home early for the weekend or shoppers shuffling on with lumpy bags of groceries. These regulars seem surprised at how quiet the train is today. Deirdre repeats her explanation.

A couple of stops later, a man who looks simultaneously like both Michael Gambon and Richard Harris, but sounds nothing like either, settles down across the aisle from me. He too remarks – in a surprisingly high-pitched voice – about how roomy the carriage is this afternoon. Deirdre’s theory gets another airing.

Industry makes its presence felt at Invergordon. There are several oil rigs out in the firth and dozens of refinery tanks between the railway line and the shore. Houses in this part of town, presumably once white-washed and shining, stand shaded by the grey and black grime of industrial discharge.

After the station at Fearn, where cute wooden steps on the low platform carry passengers up to the carriage doors, the train draws an arc to the left and heads inland towards Tain. Another coastline – that of Dornoch Firth – soon reveals itself. Beyond Tain, the track squeezes itself between the shore and the buildings of the Glenmorangie distillery.

Mountains begin to loom in the distance, slow-turning wind turbines on their crests. Their presence provokes a heated – well, mildly lukewarm – debate about wind farms to break out further down the carriage. The two sides are entrenched and unmoving, but peace is restored when talk shifts to the unifying subject of Rishi Sunak and his government’s two by-election defeats last night.

At Ardgay, the Far North Line’s single track becomes a double, a rare point at which trains heading in opposite directions can pass one another. The corresponding train to ours, running south from Wick, is behind schedule, causing us to sit and await its arrival. One late train means others become late trains.

Further along, the announcement for the request stop at Culrain segues, without any pause, into the announcement for the request stop at Invershin, the other side of a high viaduct over the Kyle of Sutherland. There’s a reason for this. It’s the shortest distance between two stations anywhere on the entire national network, separated by fewer than 700 metres. To travel between the two takes 60 seconds. And costs £1.80.

A couple of miles further down the line, in the lower paddock of a croft, a barking border collie charges towards us at absolute full pelt. It’s a routine he/she presumably re-enacts several times a day whenever he/she can detect the sound of an oncoming diesel engine. It’s not the only wildlife spot from the window. While there’s neither hide nor hair of a stag’s magnificent profile this afternoon, in Kildonan a gang of turkeys waddle across a backyard. An old man stands on the step of his tumbledown cottage and waves at the train. And, no matter how remote, there are always sheep. Heaps of sheeps.

By the time we get to Golspie, the train has curled back round to the coast. It’s late afternoon now, with a powder-blue sky and some rare golden sun warming the sea. The water is calm today, but it can be vicious given the right provocation. After all, once we’re past Brora, we reach the point at which nature caused the trains to stop running earlier this week. Understandably, our two carriages pass through this section gingerly, cautiously. All that rock that has rebuilt this sea wall may not be bedded in just yet.

But we make it through this stretch, the waves gently lapping just a few feet away. Then it’s on to Helmsdale, home of former Orange Juice frontman Edwyn Collins. He’s nowhere to be seen at the station – sadly, he’s not heading Wick-wards for his Friday night – but I can at least appreciate why this beautiful stretch of coastline would be the perfect place in which to recover from the two cerebral haemorrhages he suffered in 2005. It’s the ideal peaceful location in which to both sketch the local birdlife and write the occasional pop song.

While the adjacent A9 continues to hug the shore, the Far North Line moves inland again, unable to cope with the rugged geography of the coastline. The train now accompanies the wide River Helmsdale, which is rushing in the opposite direction, foaming over just-under-the-surface rocks. The sun has slipped the other side of the hills and the silvery water is returning to grey, the sharpness of daylight dulling into dusk. Nature’s shapes and lines are softening, converging towards dark, towards black. Only the odd shock of white – a distant farmhouse, a patch of summit snow – offers definition or scale.

We’re now approaching the Flow Country, an enormous expanse of blanket bog that will, in a few months’ time, receive World Heritage Site status. On days unlike today, on days when fog and drizzle and sheet rain come visiting, it must rank as one of the bleakest, most desolate places in Britain. It’s a place of dark secrets lost underneath its peaty ways – a place of stones and bones and bodies. I’m reminded of the words of the writer Malachy Tallack who, writing more specifically about Shetland, talks of the geography ‘being scarred by the remnants of the past, by history made solid by landscape’. Those remnants litter the land beyond the train window. It’s a land of crumbling walls and abandoned cottages – the stumps of past lives.

The further north we travel, the greater the distance between villages, between stops. The terrain is hillier now too – open, rolling moorland, coated in soft heather and crackly bracken.

But still the stations come, often in places where no station should rightfully be, in locations where barely a single dwelling is visible in any direction. Most are now request stops and the train just ploughs on without stopping. One of these is Altnabreac, a halt that’s both 11 miles from the nearest village and 7 miles from the nearest paved road. The station can only be accessed via a five-mile private dirt road. In theory, at least. It turns out that trains on the Far North Line don’t currently stop here, even if a passenger requests them to. There’s an ongoing dispute over access to the station, with Network Rail Scotland being denied, by members of the sparse local population, the right to maintain it. There have been reports of access roads being deliberately blocked. (Indeed, two weeks after my trip, a local couple appear in court, charged with trespassing on Network Rail property. One of them also faced a charge of ‘culpably and recklessly standing on the tracks in the path of the oncoming train’. Blimey.)

After the last request stop, Scotscalder, there are only two stations between us and Wick. But there’s still nearly an hour of travel. That’s pretty much how long it takes to get from Paddington to Swindon, or from Manchester to Leeds. So why so?

The answer soon comes. At Georgemas Junction, the last station before Wick, trains go into reverse to take the branch line that justifies the Far North Line moniker. The line carries passengers up to Thurso – Britain’s northernmost station – rather than south-east to Wick. This detour must frustrate Weekers (as Wick’s residents are known) no end, as they come within a comparative whisker of their hometown before they’re carried off in the opposite direction. It’s scheduled and it happens with every service, whether travelling towards or from Inverness.

The change in the direction of travel is disorientating too. With the landscape outside the window now swallowed by the dark of night, and without a single light or reference point visible, you can’t tell whether you’re rattling forwards or rattling backwards. I’m reminded of that scene from the film Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory where, such is the discombobulating motion of the boat in the factory’s Tunnel of Terror, its dazed and confused passengers have no idea in which direction the boat is moving.

There have been only three other people in my carriage since Helmsdale – the mildly argumentative types halfway back – and they leave at Thurso, presumably bound for onward travel to the Orkneys. The train heads back to Georgemas Junction. Forwards again. And I’m travelling solo.

Then, just as we career on towards Wick – and to add to the whole ghost-train feel – the lights in the carriage go out. No emergency lighting comes on, either. Pitch-black. Inky black.

Deirdre the train manager fumbles her way through the carriage to the driver’s cab. His lights have gone out too. A quick reboot and things return to normal.

‘That’s a new one on him,’ she says. ‘Never happened before.’

Deirdre also informs me that I’m not the only passenger left on board. There’s a woman in the other carriage. I ask Deirdre whether the train is always this quiet at this stage in its journey.

‘It used to be that the train split at Georgemas Junction. One half went to Thurso, one half to Wick. On the return journey, they’d join up again at Georgemas. But now that it’s just one train, the Wick passengers resent having to travel via Thurso every time, so most of them choose to drive down the A9 to Helmsdale and pick up the train from there.

‘It’s a Wick/Thurso thing!’ Her laughter echoes around the empty carriage.

And then the lights go out again.

[image: ]

Located a handful of miles south of John o’ Groats, Wick is Britain’s Timbuktu because it’s shorthand for somewhere far away, distant and difficult to reach. The town is 140 miles closer to Bergen in Norway than it is to London (‘Wick’ derives from ‘vik’, the Norse word for ‘bay’). In the Half Man Half Biscuit song ‘RSVP’, it’s the faraway destination, the bolthole of choice, of an escaping wedding-party poisoner.

It’s also very quiet. Or, at least, it is on this particular wind-whipped Friday night. A few youths linger in the square, as they do in every town square across the land on a Friday night, but other than them, the only other human presence is the occasional customer pulling up outside a takeaway to pick up their dinner.

The pubs are largely empty, too. In Wick’s heyday, when it was one of the great fishing capitals of the nation, there were 45 pubs here. An estimated 5,000 bottles of whisky were drunk in the town on a weekly basis. But, in 1920, a referendum was held, the upshot of which was the prohibition of alcohol for quarter of a century, from 1922 until 1947. Unsurprisingly, Wick’s great thirst didn’t dry up overnight, and a number of speakeasies could be found secreted along its dark streets.

Perhaps that’s where everyone is tonight. Robert Louis Stevenson encountered busier times when he regularly visited Wick in his younger years with his engineer father. ‘The streets are full of the Highland fishers,’ he wrote, ‘lubberly, stupid, inconceivably lazy and heavy to move. You bruise against them, tumble over them, elbow them against the wall – all to no purpose; they will not budge: and you are forced to leave the pavement every step.’

(Stevenson seemed particularly down on Wick. In a letter to his mother, he declared that it ‘possesses no beauty: bare, grey shores, grim grey houses, grim grey sea; not even the gleam of red tiles; not even the greenness of a tree’.)

One hundred and fifty years on, while grey remains the primary colour of the town’s architecture, I’ve not been forced to leave the pavement at all. No bruising, no tumbling, no elbowing. Were it that there were.

I wander towards the darkness on the edge of town, away from the bright lights of the takeaway outlets and late-closing betting shops. In lieu of some human interaction, I’m in search of some celestial excitement. This corner of Caithness can provide some stunning lightshows from a vivid and bright aurora borealis. Not tonight it can’t. Cloud has descended, cover that a half-moon has trouble penetrating. After a quick pint in the sparsely populated market-square pub, The Alexander Bain, I head to my hotel. A quiet night in.

The following morning, the overall sense of desertion is echoed by the front-page headline of the latest edition of the John O’Groat Journal: ‘The beginning of the end for the Highlands’. After centuries of clan warfare, and after Wick attracted the extended attentions of the Luftwaffe during World War II, it appears that the erection of new electricity pylons, as high as ‘a twenty-two-storey building’, will cause the ‘industrialisation of the landscape’. Apparently, it is ‘the beginning of the end’.

This appears to be the new battle of the clans: the people vs the corporations. ‘We’re the small people,’ says a protestor. ‘We don’t kid ourselves. We know exactly what we are. Historically, we’ve always been marginalised. We’re a minority up here. We’ve always been discriminated against.’

Elsewhere in the paper, in less dystopian news, a local couple celebrating their diamond wedding anniversary make it onto page three, and there’s a call-out for any local Caithness households needing to declutter to apply to be featured on the BBC One show Sort Your Life Out. Impressively, bearing in mind the paper came out yesterday afternoon, there’s even the story of the Far North Line reopening, even though that was only confirmed at lunchtime. An impressive work ethic in the Journal’s newsroom, there.

I head out to learn more about Wick’s boomtown years. Across the River Wick from the town centre is the area known as Pulteneytown, home of the Wick Heritage Museum, where the town’s history can be revealed in admirable depth. Only it can’t. Not today, at least. It doesn’t reopen until April. These aren’t the only doors closed to the historically curious. Nucleus, the futuristic building on the northern edge of town near the modest airport, which houses the nation’s nuclear archives as well as the Caithness county records, doesn’t open on weekends. And Wick’s Carnegie Library, paid for by the famous Scottish-American philanthropist, is now a foodbank.

I’ve got to fend for myself. Fortunately, the town also boasts the Telford Trail, a self-guided, all-weather walking tour of Pulteneytown, endowed with information boards by the dozen. The trail is named after the great Thomas Telford who, in the early nineteenth century, was the British Fisheries Society’s chief engineer. The Society had earmarked Wick as suitable for the location of a deep-water harbour, which Telford promptly set about designing, along with a settlement in which to house the fishing industry workers.

This settlement was Pulteneytown, this grid of streets rising up the hill. Its houses were swiftly occupied. Before Telford’s work commenced, just six people lived on this side of the river. By 1816, the Pulteney population was into four figures. And it would continue to grow as Wick established itself as the herring capital of the world, the capital of the ‘silver darlings’.

The numbers are simply astonishing. On one particular day in 1864, 3,000 gutters and packers processed no fewer than 24 million herring. Twenty-four million in a single day. The heroes of the hour were the ‘gutting girls’, extraordinarily speedy and prolific workers able to gut 40 herring a minute.

On the pebbledash wall of one building, there’s a permanent outdoor photography exhibition of sorts, lined as it is with the work of Alexander Johnston, who founded his local photography business in 1863, at the height of Wick’s boomtown years. His photographs show scenes from this heyday, whether these be huge fleets of fishing boats returning with their catches or the teams of gutters on the quayside, working their way through immense piles of herring.

One of Johnston’s most arresting portraits is of two deep-sea divers sitting for his camera, their helmets removed and laid at their feet. Other than facially looking decidedly nineteenth century, they could pass for being the earliest astronauts.

Wick’s herring industry went into sharp decline during the early decades of the twentieth century, at which point the town reinvented itself as a centre for whitefish, a trade that didn’t last, thanks to the Cod Wars between the UK and Iceland. What fishing does occur out of Wick harbour these days is largely in pursuit of crab, lobster and clam. A wall of lobster pots sits in front of the restored Wick Herring Mart, ‘the first purpose-built building in Scotland which provided shelter and offices for fish salesmen’. The quayside has seen no frantic, frenetic commerce for a generation or two.

At the top of the hill in Pulteneytown, up above the lower streets where the recent spring tides have deposited a coating of sand and seaweed, stands a memorial, on top of which stands a statue of Neptune. The memorial tells of Black Saturday when, in 1848, the fiercest of storms ran a succession of returning fishing boats onto the rocks before they could make safe harbour. The lives of 37 Wick fishermen were lost.

There are twentieth-century ghosts here, too. Another memorial commemorates two bombing raids on the town in 1940. One of those, believed to be the first daylight air raid on mainland Britain, saw a pair of bombs land here on Bank Row, a direct hit on a row of homes and shops. Fifteen people were killed, eight of them children. Three of those – Eric Blackstock, Betha Miller and John Wares – were just five years old.

The ghosts seem to patrol these haunted streets. Entire rows of houses look boarded up and vacant, but then a resident will open their front door and deliver a stare that says ‘Yes, I do live here. What are you looking at?’

There are a few odd shops dotted around Pulteneytown. Really dotted around. A street might have residential rows on both sides, but halfway along, away from any other shops, there might be a random butcher or a hairdresser or an autoparts dealer, trading in splendid, if slightly bemusing, isolation. There’s even a lingerie shop, Secrets, complete with a reassuring slogan: ‘Not a second’s judgement about size or preference’.

Despite the ghostly, occasionally moribund feel of Pulteneytown, one of its streets does appear in the Guinness Book of Records. I’m back at the start of the Telford Trail now, on Ebenezer Place. Or am I? It’s hard to tell. For Ebenezer Place is officially the world’s shortest street. Its length measures just two metres and six centimetres – or six foot nine in old money. (Only one building has Ebenezer Place as an address: Mackays Hotel, the original base of Wick’s temperance movement, which now boasts a bar serving more than 500 different whiskies.)

It’s a ridiculously short street, the length of which makes the diminutive platform at Beauly station look like a marathon course. Indeed, if an average-height NBA player were to lie down in the road in front of Mackays Hotel, his head, torso and feet would be in three different thoroughfares.
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Heading back across the bridge from Pulteneytown, a short caravan of campervans wobble past on the pockmarked, pot-holed main road. They’ve been drawn here by what Condé Nast Traveller magazine has anointed ‘the best road trip in the world’.

In the mid-2010s, a giant 516-mile circuit of road from Inverness, looping into and around the Highlands’ northernmost reaches, was given a marketing sheen by the local tourist board. This collection of A-roads would now be known as the North Coast 500 – or, more popularly, the NC500.

In the 10 years since, the circuit has brought visitors in their hundreds of thousands to these upper highlands, many of whom discovered the route when Jeremy Clarkson and his two buddies drove along part of it on their show The Grand Tour. It has quickly established an international reputation, a fixture on the bucket lists of innumerable owners of campervans and high-performance sports cars. But the tourism it brings has also prompted discord.

The local writer Gail Anthea Brown has written extensively about both the environmental and the cultural impact on the area. Railing against ‘the perception of a landscape designed for leisure’, she explains that ‘the North Highlands existed well before 2015 and the NC500. Suggestions that the whole region would collapse without it have something of a condescending air.’ To Brown’s eyes, the area has become a playground for outsiders. She cites ‘numerous examples of uncontrolled camping and inconsiderate motorhome parking, with a minority of travellers causing anguish through littering, parking up at unsuitable locations and – worst of all perhaps – the unconcealed dumping of human waste’.

Obviously, not all the drivers on the NC500 behave that way.

In a car park next to the river, a couple in their thirties are corralling a pair of cockerpoos – Ben and Jerry – back into a rented campervan, having given them a constitutional along the riverbank. Simon and Jen are from Edinburgh and are ‘doing the NC500’, electing to go in an anticlockwise direction.

They’re taking advantage of the quieter roads of February, but not necessarily by design. ‘We’re against the clock,’ says Jen, revealing the bump underneath her coat. ‘I’m due in April, so it was now or never to do the NC500. Well, perhaps not never. But not for a good few years.’

‘We were considering getting some winter sun instead,’ says Simon. ‘Tenerife or somewhere.’ He pulls his scarf tighter up his neck. ‘Maybe we should have…’

I ask them what they think of Wick and whether they, too, intend to wander along the Telford Trail. They swap awkward glances.

‘We only got here 20 minutes ago and we’re away now.’

Once they’ve grabbed supplies and filled up the campervan at the giant Tesco superstore on the northern outskirts, that will be the last the couple will see of Wick. As with much of that summer traffic, the town is a pitstop rather than the finish line. It’s rarely even a destination for the night. The sparse number of guests at the breakfast buffet in my hotel this morning, and the number of empty spaces in the car park overnight, is evidence of this.

Indeed, the brown NC500 traffic signs on the A99, pointing drivers out of town in both directions – known respectively, in non-nonsense, utilitarian fashion, as the north road and the south road – are effectively saying, ‘Push on. Keep going. No need to stop here.’

Tesco will feel the benefit of Simon and Jen’s money, not the struggling smaller concerns in the town centre. The couple could have refuelled at the Bridge Street Café, where the husband-and-wife proprietors know the names, the orders and the business of their clientele. They ask kids how their gymnastics class went. They ask new mums how their babies are getting on. And they know which customers appreciate a large jug of gravy to accompany their egg and chips.

You don’t get that at Tesco. There, Simon and Jen will almost certainly use the self-service checkouts. Other than mine, the pre-recorded announcement instructing them to place their items in the bagging area will be the only voice they’ll hear during their time in Wick.
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There are some visitors to Wick today who are going to hang around longer than Simon and Jen. For the whole afternoon, in fact.

At 1.40 p.m., 80 minutes before kick-off, a coach containing the players of Lossiemouth FC pulls up outside Harmsworth Park, home of today’s opponents, Wick Academy. Wick Academy are, by some distance, Britain’s most northerly semi-professional football club. This means that, once a season, the 17 other clubs in the Highland League have to venture all the way up here, play a match and travel all the way back, in a day.

Brora Rangers are Wick’s local rivals. Brora is more than an hour down the A9 – or two hours if their supporters have opted to take the Far North Line as it detours across the wilderness of the Flow Country. ‘Local’ is doing some very heavy lifting here.

Lossiemouth’s players wearily climb off the coach and start to unfold their limbs, which will be required to perform at their peak in little more than an hour.

‘How long was the drive?’ I ask one of their players as he heads for the dressing room.

‘About three and a half hours.’

So, ideal preparation for a match?

‘Oh, aye.’

‘And was there no chance that the club could have forked out for a hotel last night for you guys? It’s only once a season you have to come up here, after all.’

A hollow laugh. ‘We’d be lucky to even get a tent…’

Opposition teams have been travelling up to Harmsworth Park for away games for more than 130 years now. You’d have thought that 13 decades of existence would have been ample time in which Wick could have flattened the pitch a bit. It rises up in the far-left corner, from which slopes run both across the pitch and down its nearside length.

The Wick players start arriving. To a man, they are locals; no one travels this far north to merely further their footballing careers. A few of them might have done time at professional outfit Ross County down in Dingwall during their years in youth football but, having been released without a sniff of a contract, gravity has brought them back, returned them to their meridian, ready to serve their hometown club for many seasons to come.

With possibly misplaced confidence, they gamely park their cars behind one of the goals. The referee and one of his linesmen are here too and are inspecting the pitch, slope and all. The referee’s tracksuit top is sponsored by Specsavers.

The match will be played in bitterly cold conditions, which even the local fans, who’ve grown up in such bone-shaking temperatures, are complaining about. Robert Louis Stevenson once moaned about the ‘black wind’ that would impose itself on the town. Today’s isn’t quite that, but it is at least dark-grey in hue.

I glance up at the dark clouds approaching from the south and steel myself. Any concern about not having brought a brolly dissolves when I notice a sign detailing the club’s rules and regulations. ‘Fans can bring collapsible umbrellas into the stadium and retain them, but cannot use them during the game.’ So, if you brought along a small umbrella simply to keep it in your coat pocket while the rain lashed down on you, you’re in luck. (Another sign also tickles me slightly: ‘No alcohol permitted in the ground.’ This instruction is just below the words ‘Shirt sponsor – Old Pulteney Whisky’.)

This afternoon’s match is a lumpy affair on a soft pitch between two teams loitering in the lower half of the Highland League table. Wick play down the slope in the first half and take the lead after 15 minutes with an excellently planted header from their left-winger. (Not that it will be the most impressive header of the afternoon. That’ll be one by a Wick defender which not only clears the stand but also the wall of the cemetery beyond.) The home side’s advantage is doubled on the half-hour mark when Lossiemouth’s centre-back haplessly passes the ball into his own net.

At half-time, the sensible spectators are those who swerve the lengthening queue for Scotch pies and tea at the refreshment hut and head into the warmth of the branch of Lidl over the road to defrost. The teenagers and sub-teens in the ground find their own way to stay warm when a mass 15-vs-15 game breaks out on the grass behind the far goal.

Despite playing up the slope in the second half, Wick add a third when their right-winger embarks on a Maradona-in-’86 dribble to put the result beyond doubt. This third goal prompts one of the more senior members of the Wick crowd to break into song. He’s got a fine tenor voice, helped by the acoustics of the steel stand.

‘We are the army,’ he starts to sing. ‘The barmy army / We are mental / And we are mad.’

The song then moves into a call-and-response passage – only it’s all call and no response.

‘Barmy army!’

Silence.

‘Barmy army!’

More silence.

He changes tack and launches into a different song, one that doesn’t require the participation of his reluctant fellow Wick fans.

‘We’re black / We’re white / We’re really dynamite…’

The hits are coming thick and fast now.

‘Can you hear the Lossie sing? / I can’t hear a bloody thing.’

The Lossie can’t be heard singing because a) they’re three–nil down and have nothing to sing about, and b) I’ve yet to identify a single away supporter in the entire ground who’s made the trip north today.

I ask John, the Wick fan I’m stood next to, whether it takes an extra level of devotion to support Academy, bearing in mind the demanding distances involved.

‘If you go to away games, yeah. I go to a few, but most people here never go. It’s understandable, with the price of petrol and everything. It can be a full tank of fuel for some of those games. Plus, all the other grounds are in the same direction. You’re travelling down the same road every time. That gets boring.’

‘Brechin away next Saturday, John?’ asks the fan on the other side of him. It’s a question that we know the answer to. Brechin City, who played at the second level of Scottish football just six years ago but who now find themselves down here in the fifth tier, are by far the most southerly club in the Highland League. Just half an hour from Dundee, in fact. It would be a 430-mile round trip for John; two and a half hours to Inverness, and the best part of three more across the Cairngorms. And, of course, the same again to get back home. Almost certainly a little longer in the dark, in fact, if he didn’t further shell out for a hotel.

Plus, Brechin are the current league leaders. The chances of Wick getting much from the game would be slim. A right thumping could be the outcome.

‘I think I might sit that one out, Jim,’ says John.

It’s not just distance that’s key here in the Highland League. There’s also the weather. Unsurprisingly, postponements abound during the winter months, creating fixture backlogs and forcing some teams to play catch-up with their rivals. As things stand this afternoon, Brora Rangers have played 10 fewer games than Rothes, the team directly below them in the table.

The final whistle goes and the Wick fans shuffle out of Harmsworth Park, cold but happy. About 40 minutes later, the Lossiemouth players emerge from their dressing room, silent and sheepish. Once they’re all aboard the coach, the doors shoosh shut and it’s off down the south road, past the lights of Lidl and into the dark night.

They made this journey in reverse just a few hours ago, but now – after a three–nil defeat in which they mustered just a single attempt on target – Wick feels even further from home.

Goodbye to Timbuktu for another season.
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THE WILD WEST

Glasgow Queen Street–Mallaig

‘My favourite British line is the West Highland Line.’

It’s rare that I agree with Michael Portillo. There’s the politics, for starters. And then there’s the fashion choices.

But his declaration of love for this particular stretch of railway – this long and snaking stretch of railway that reaches upwards from Glasgow to its northern terminus 164 miles later, at the small port of Mallaig – is right on the money. For its near-continuous picture-postcard views, it just can’t be beaten.

I first rode this line 14 years ago, en route to a compact and bijou music festival on the equally compact and bijou Inner Hebridean island of Eigg. Not even the most horrific seasickness imaginable on my sea crossing could sour what had just been the most glorious five-and-a-half-hour train journey of my life.

Portillo and I are not the only ones to feel this way. Far from it. According to readers of various travel magazines – British travel magazines, admittedly – no other railway in the world can compare to the West Highland. The Trans-Siberian? The Bernina Express between Tirano and St Moritz? The Bullet Train connecting Tokyo with Osaka? Argentina’s Tren a las Nubes, taking passengers into both the Andes and the clouds?

Apparently not.

I’m going to double-check my workings, re-riding the West Highland just to make sure. I’m bound for Mallaig.

It’s midday at Glasgow Queen Street station, the sun pouring through the vast sloping grid of windows onto the concourse. Trains head north, east and west from here – but mainly north. Most people are waiting for the next service to Edinburgh. Sure, it’s a fine city and everyone has their reasons to go there today, but they’re missing the romance, the sense of escape and the drop-dead-gorgeous backdrop that the train about to leave Platform 4 will be serving up.

There’s no surge or rush to get on board, unlike those fidgety, Edinburgh-bound travellers. Those strolling towards the Mallaig train are a combination of retired folk taking advantage of both spare time and subsidised public transport to explore places they’ve always wanted to explore, and hirsute students lugging impossibly heavy rucksacks while simultaneously munching their way through supersized packets of expensive hand-fried crisps. There are no sprinters here.

Each passenger holds hopes and expectations of an adventurous weekend to come. It’s just that some adventures will be more sedate than others.

For the time being, though, it’s going to be sedate for us all. Sit back. Relax. Be gobsmacked by the view. And the next one. And the one after that.

The train heads underneath Glasgow’s streets before re-emerging above ground and curving around its outskirts, through unremarkable suburbs and dormitory towns. This isn’t the portion of the journey that’s won the West Highland Line all those accolades and all that swooning praise. That’s to come.

Until then – until the views open up when, after passing the Faslane naval base, repository of Britain’s nuclear arsenal, we reach the banks of Loch Lomond – the three hirsute students sat at the table across the aisle have set up a card school. They’ve even brought poker chips with them. They each play with headphones clamped around their ears, a silent game orchestrated by hand gestures and nods.

The tip-tap of poker chips being stacked up forms a duet with the unpopping of a Tupperware lid further down the carriage. We’re all in it for the long haul.

At five and a half hours, the journey to Mallaig is even longer than that to Wick but, with a half-full carriage, it’s nowhere near as solitary. The Tupperware openers, a retired couple called Jim and Janet, are on their second excursion of the day along the West Highland. They rode these very rails earlier, albeit in the opposite direction, leaving Fort William at quarter to eight this morning on the first train towards Glasgow. In the 40 or so minutes between that train arriving at Queen Street and ours leaving, the couple took refreshments (‘a nice Italian coffee’) at a George Square café before retracing their steps and getting back on board, this time on the opposite side of the carriage.

‘Didn’t you want to see more of Glasgow?’ I ask, not unreasonably. ‘Have lunch? Look around the shops? Visit a gallery?’

‘No,’ says Janet, the chattier half of the pair. ‘Everything we want to see is outside these windows. It’s all about the train ride for us, those glorious views.

‘We do this trip twice a year, spring and autumn. And until the clocks change, it has to be a quick turnaround in Glasgow to make sure we have daylight there and back. There’s no point riding this train in the dark.’

Jim sinks his teeth into a sausage roll and gestures out of the window, where Loch Lomond has appeared below us. ‘I mean, what can Glasgow do that’s better than that?’ he says, pastry tumbling from his lips.

Spring is positively springing outside. Loch Lomond sparkles. The landscape is re-greening. The lambs gambol, the students gamble.

From Loch Lomond onwards, this is a journey that demands your full attention, that requires your senses to be on high alert. The train trundles past endless sun-blessed mountains, thick pine forests and calm, dark lochs. Look at me, look at me.

Books remain unread, and the playing cards return to their pack – the card school ending amicably, without recrimination. Honours even. Settle back and enjoy the rest of the ride.

At Ardlui at the top of Loch Lomond, pleasure boats, corralled for the winter, impatiently strain at their moorings, aware of spring’s arrival, crying for freedom. Waterfalls gush hundreds of feet down steep escarpments from mountain peaks. Buzzards circle overhead. It’s more dramatic than the Far North Line to Wick, the landscape here on the western side of the Highlands rippled – by seismic shifts, by geological squabbles – into sharper peaks and narrower valleys.

When we reach Crianlarich, a couple of hours into the journey, the train divides into two. The front half will head due west to Oban, while our two carriages will continue to plough northwards. ‘Please check you are seated correctly’ warns the scrolling digital display.

Some proper-job walkers get on at Crianlarich, complete with the kind of gear you’d think more suited to an assault on the Himalayas. Then I notice Ben More, the 1,174-metre peak which looms over the village. It certainly looks Himalayan, thanks to a generous covering of snow. Perhaps these walkers bagged another Munro for their collection before lunch.

Once the Oban service has peeled off west, we continue straight on. At Upper Tyndrum, a stick-thin cyclist and his mountain bike get on board, as do two straight-laced men in their late fifties – grey-haired and bespectacled – who take their seats behind me. They begin a discussion about which band they’ve seen the most number of times. I’m expecting Coldplay or Elbow. For both, though, it’s thrash-metal outfit Slayer. The man in the window seat has seen them on 16 occasions.

The train reaches the desolation of Rannoch Moor and I reach for my phone. There’s an episode of the Radio 4 series The Patch that I’ve been saving for the occasion. Using a random postcode generator, the presenter, Polly Weston, sends herself to a specific part of the country to unearth a story yet to be told. For this episode, the postcode generator brought Polly to this barren moor – a place which, you’d think, had very little need for a postcode. I listen to the episode, an unravelling story involving a reclusive estate owner and three sudden deaths on his land.

Polly was told that, here on the edge of the Blackmoor Forest, she was ‘as likely to meet rutting deer as people’. This local advice is pretty much spot-on for me, too. Other than the small handful of passengers waiting on lonesome platforms, I’ve seen no human activity out of the window for at least an hour now. But I have just seen a regal-looking stag and two younger males – the king and his princes – barely 50 yards from the railway line. No rutting, mind.

By the time we’ve crossed the moor and reached Corrour, we’re still only just past the halfway mark of our journey. As with Altnabreac on the Far North Line, Corrour station is a byword for remoteness. It’s a 10-mile walk to the nearest tarmac-coated road. Fortunately, there are no known disagreements with the locals here, though. None of the beef of Altnabreac. Still, Corrour does have two claims to fame.

The first is that it is the highest mainline station in the UK, standing at 410 metres above sea level.

The second is that it was featured in the film adaptation of Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting, the remote station to which Renton, Spud, Sick Boy and Tommy travel in
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