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			I dedicate this book to my wife Gilly, who doesn’t really like trains.

			 

			And a special mention for all the hardworking volunteers, past and present, who made the railway what it is today.
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			INTRODUCTION

			My name is Paul, but most people call me Piglet. I’ll explain why later, as there’s a story in it, like there usually is with nicknames. Since 1996, the North Yorkshire Moors Railway has been my life. That’s not a figure of speech, either. It’s shaped the way I’ve spent my days, the people I’ve met and the things I’ve come to care about.

			I’ve spent the vast majority of my waking hours messing around with engines and helping to keep the NYMR open, safe, and looking like it has every right to be here. Because that’s the point of a heritage railway. It isn’t just about polishing brass and blowing whistles for the sake of it. It’s about keeping something alive that could very easily have vanished, and doing it well enough that people from all over the world can come and enjoy it as it was meant to be enjoyed. And if you ask me (nobody usually does, but I’ll tell you anyway), the North Yorkshire Moors Railway is set in one of the most beautiful parts of the country, if not the world. I might be biased, but that’s just the way it is. I know what I like, and I like what I know.

			

			This book isn’t just about me, though. It’s about the aforementioned 24 miles of absolutely stunning countryside that this historic line runs through, from the beautiful coastal town of Whitby, where I was born, and where the original line started (a long time before Dracula made an appearance!), to Grosmont, which is where I spend the majority of my time and is the operational heart of the NYMR. Next comes Goathland, which for many years doubled up as Aidensfield in the popular TV show, Heartbeat, and the station itself as Hogsmeade Station for the very first Harry Potter film; then Levisham, which, as far as the station itself is concerned has an eccentric vicar with a love of hunting to thank for its very existence and has a few Hollywood stories of its own; and finally to the picturesque market town of Pickering, which is where we’ll end our journey together.

			I’ll tell you about the stations, the walks, the cats, the odd little corners you only notice when you’ve been around as long as I have, the celebrations, the disasters, the people past and present (one or two of whom have been with the NYMR almost from the very beginning), to, finally, the reason we all do what we do, and I dare say one of the main things that led you to pick up this book in the first place, namely, the engines. Big, small, old, new, ugly, stunning, coal-­powered, diesel-­powered, oil-­powered, reliable, unreliable . . . you name it, we’ve had them running on the line. And intend to continue doing so for many years to come.

			Whether you’re a seasoned railway enthusiast or a casual visitor looking for a scenic escape and a bit of steam, I hope you’ll find something to enjoy in these pages. My stories come not only from the railway’s history but also from countless days spent amid its clatter, its charm, and, most importantly, its people. From quiet moments spent on the moors to watching engines leaving the sheds. This is no ordinary journey, and I invite you to join me as we explore the history, the characters, and the heartbeat of the North Yorkshire Moors Railway together.

			

			Let’s get started, shall we?

			All aboard!
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			BEFORE THE NYMR

			It’s easy to forget, looking at the North Yorkshire Moors Railway as it stands today, with steam engines ­hammering up the notorious 1:49 incline between Grosmont and Goathland, that this wasn’t what the line’s original creators had in mind. The very identity of the NYMR is now so closely tied to the sight and sound of steam trains traversing the moors that its true origins are almost lost to history. Yet, when the Whitby and Pickering Railway (W&P) was first dreamt up way back in 1831, steam wasn’t even on the cards. It was designed, quite humbly, as a horse-­drawn tramway – a ‘stone road’, as they were called – born out of sheer desperation to save the port of Whitby from ­commercial oblivion.

			In the early decades of the nineteenth century, Whitby was a community well and truly on the ropes. Its days of whaling and shipbuilding were disappearing fast, and the high, wild moors surrounding it acted almost as a barrier, cutting the town off from the Vale of Pickering and the bustling markets of York. It’s worth noting that, even though the Stockton and Darlington Railway had already shown what steam power could achieve by 1825, the North York Moors presented a formidable challenge. Steep gradients, boggy ground and forbidding terrain meant a state-­of-­the-­art steam railway was not just daunting but financially out of reach. When the local committee brought in George Stephenson, who eventually became known as the Father of the Railways, his instructions were plain: ‘Produce a line of simplest construction’, and that meant horses, not engines.

			

			The railway’s origins are also a little different from what modern-­day passengers and visitors to the NYMR might assume. Today, Pickering is often thought of as the start of the line, as that’s where the majority of people get on, but in 1833, when Parliament gave its blessing and work began in earnest, all eyes were on Whitby’s future. The first section to open in 1835 ran from Whitby to Grosmont, and even now, you can see evidence of this coastal focus. Take the original tunnel at Grosmont. It’s low and narrow, carefully built to squeeze in just a single horse and a small carriage. No thought of the hulking great steam engines that would follow years later.

			A journey on those earliest trains was a far cry from what we know today. It was less a railway and more a stagecoach on rails, really. The carriages, like Lady Hilda (one of the first horse-­drawn carriages used on the Whitby to Pickering line, alongside others called Premier and Transit), were, in essence, nothing more than yellow mail coaches with iron wheels bolted on. A single horse could haul one, complete with nine passengers inside and several more clinging to the roof. It sounds more like India than North Yorkshire!

			

			Travelling from Whitby to Pickering was a proper marathon, taking a whopping three to four and a half hours, if you were lucky. And the ‘stations’ weren’t the grand Victorian ones we know today. They were often just pubs, where the horses were swapped for fresher ones. Just imagine pulling up at the Tunnel Inn, the driver popping inside for a quick pint and a pee while your noble steed gets replaced. Cutting-­edge travel? More like a pub crawl on rails.

			Perhaps one of the most intriguing survivors from this era is the Goathland Incline (also known as the Beck Hole Incline). Horses, sturdy as they were, simply couldn’t handle the brutal climb up the ridge, so Stephenson devised a brilliant solution: a gravity-­fed, rope-­worked incline. Even in its infancy, the railway was an extraordinary feat of engineering, boasting not only one of the world’s first passenger railway tunnels but also the audacious floating track over Fen Bog, a marvel in its own right.

			Fen Bog is one of those wild, treacherous stretches you only truly appreciate after spending a bit of time on the moor. Tucked away at the head of Newton Dale, this sprawling peat marsh was George Stephenson’s biggest headache when plotting the W&P. The bog was so deep that any ordinary stone embankment would have been swallowed up whole by the mire, making a traditional foundation a complete non-­starter.

			

			Stephenson, never one to be beaten by the landscape, borrowed a trick he’d already used at Chat Moss: instead of digging down for solid ground, he built the railway to ‘float’ across the bog. His solution was ingenious. First, a thick cushion of fir trees and timber grillage, layered right across the marsh, followed by thousands of sheep fleeces and bundles of heather. This springy raft meant the track could skim along the top, rather than vanish into the quagmire below.

			Although the railway was originally laid for horse-­drawn carriages, Stephenson’s floating foundation proved incredibly resilient. As time went on and the line began to carry heavy steam engines, the trackbed was bolstered with extra layers of ash and slag. These days, Fen Bog is a nature reserve, but the ground is still as soft and stubborn as ever, needing regular ‘tamping’ to keep things steady. Even now, it’s Stephenson’s original blend of local wool and timber that keeps the trains rolling safely across this remarkable patch of moorland. He was a clever lad, George Stephenson.

			It wasn’t until the arrival of George Hudson, the so-­called ‘Railway King’, in 1845 that steam finally made its debut on the line and the horses were put out to graze. Hudson set about transforming the railway, bolstering bridges, widening tunnels, and laying down heavier rails to support the weight and power of locomotives. Yet the legacy of the original horse-­drawn era remains etched into the landscape. The sharp curves, the quirky ‘S’ bends, weren’t designed for speed or brute force, but for the gentle meanderings of a horse-­drawn carriage winding through the moors nearly two centuries ago.

			

			The years after steam arrived saw the North Yorkshire Moors Railway morph from a modest local lifeline into a railway of wider importance, before succumbing to a slow fade into redundancy. The York and North Midland Railway’s takeover in 1845 ushered in a whirlwind of change. Lightweight iron rails gave way to solid steel, and the line’s stations were rebuilt in stone, marking its newfound status. Probably the boldest leap came in 1865, when the infamous Beck Hole Incline was finally abandoned. The ‘Goathland Deviation’, a fresh stretch of track, skirted around the treacherous old rope-­worked slope, offering a steady climb that steam engines could tackle without help.

			By the turn of the twentieth century, the North Eastern Railway (NER), and later London North Eastern Railway (LNER), had transformed the line into a crucial artery for trade and leisure alike. Ironstone and timber flowed out from the moors, while thousands upon thousands of Victor­ian and Edwardian tourists flocked to Whitby for a breath of sea air. The railway itself became more refined, with clever new signalling and elegant, well-­designed stations. In the 1930s, the LNER even parked ‘camping coaches’ (old carriages converted into holiday huts) at remote spots like Levisham, giving hikers and families a quirky way to take in the North York Moors. You can still do that today, although the coaches are a bit newer. Same livery, though.

			

			After World War II, British Railways took charge in 1948, but the landscape was changing fast. The lure of the motorcar and new roads began to chip away at the railway’s fortunes. Steam engines were slowly nudged aside for Diesel Multiple Units in the late 1950s, but even that couldn’t stem the tide. The infamous 1963 Beeching Report, with its ruthless eye for unprofitable lines, earmarked Whitby-­to-­Pickering for the chop.

			The dying days of the working railway were tinged with sorrow and protest. Locals fought to keep their trains, signing petitions and sending letters, but the final passenger service rolled out of Whitby on 6 March 1965. Freight trains carried on for another year or so, but by 1966, silence settled over the tracks. It seemed the end was nigh.
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			BIRTH OF THE NYMR

			The transformation of the North Yorkshire Moors Railway from a redundant, weed-­choked branch line in 1967 into one of the world’s most successful heritage railways is a testament to the power of community, volunteerism and the vision of a handful of determined individuals. This period in the railway’s history is not just about mechanical restoration, but also about the legal, financial and physical struggle to reclaim a piece of British heritage from the brink of total demolition.

			The story of the revival truly began in the summer of 1967. Following the closure of the line, a group of local enthusiasts and railwaymen met at a house in Ruswarp to form the North Yorkshire Moors Railway Preservation Society. Among them was Tom Salmon, whose tenacity and leadership were instrumental in rallying support and keeping the fledgling society on track through many setbacks. A solicitor by trade, Tom had the passion and the nerve to take on British Railways and the bureaucratic mountain that stood in the way. He became the group’s first chairman, driving the campaign forward with formidable energy. Alongside him were other key figures, such as Bill Hunt, an engineer with a talent for organisation, and Harry Pearson, who brought a lifetime of railway experience to the table. Their initial ambition was modest – to save at least a portion of the route between Grosmont and Pickering. But their determination soon grew into a vision for a fully operational heritage railway.

			

			The years between 1967 and 1973 were defined by back-­breaking manual labour and tireless campaigning. With next to no budget, volunteers, many of whom were inspired by Tom Salmon’s vision, spent their weekends clearing miles of brambles, repairing dry-­stone walls, and restoring derelict signal boxes. They scavenged parts from across the UK and began the slow and arduous process of acquiring engines, many of which were rescued from the famous Woodham Brothers scrapyard in Barry, Wales. Bringing these giants back to life in the remote sheds at Grosmont became the spiritual heart of the project and remains so to this day.

			In addition to offering legal expertise, Tom Salmon led fundraising efforts and rallied public backing, ultimately securing the vital Light Railway Order. This achievement marked a pivotal moment for the group, as after years of red tape, the NYMR was finally permitted to carry fare-­paying passengers from 1 May 1973. The Duchess of Kent officially reopened the line, and for the first time in nearly a decade, the whistle of a steam engine echoed through Newtondale. This era was characterised by the phrase, ‘make-­do-­and-­mend’. The carriages were a mismatched collection of whatever could be saved, and the staff were enthusiasts picking things up on the job.

			

			Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the railway matured into a professional enterprise. This period saw the thematic ‘restoration’ of the stations. Rather than uniform modern paint, the NYMR decided to turn its stations into time capsules. Pickering was restored to its 1937 LNER look, complete with authentic signage and posters. Goathland, meanwhile, was restored to its classic Edwardian country-­station status.

			The early 2000s saw the most ambitious growth in the North Yorkshire Moors Railway’s story so far, with the line being extended to its original starting point at Whitby. In 2007, following years of technical upgrades and rigorous work to meet national safety standards, the job was complete. Heritage steam trains could once again run all the way to the coast, just as they had done in the railway’s earliest days. This required the fitting of modern safety systems, such as the Train Protection & Warning System (TPWS), to ensure that century-­old engines could safely share tracks with contemporary trains. The Whitby extension not only restored the original spirit of the line but also revolutionised its finances, establishing the NYMR as a major force in the region’s tourism economy.

			In the current era, the challenge has shifted from saving the line to sustaining it. The ‘Yorkshire’s Magnificent Journey’ project, backed by millions in heritage funding, has focused on the invisible infrastructure. Massive Victorian iron bridges, like those at Goathland, have been entirely replaced or refurbished to ensure they can carry heavy trains for another century. Simultaneously, the NYMR has also attempted to address the generational gap by launching additional apprenticeship schemes to ensure specialised skills such as boiler-­smithing and heritage joinery aren’t lost.

			

			Today, the NYMR is more than just a train ride: it’s a massive educational charity and a living, moving museum. It manages 18 miles of track (Network Rail manages the rest), five stations and a fleet of over thirty engines, not to mention more than forty carriages. It’s survived the threat of the scrapheap, the challenges of nationalisation, and even the modern pressures of rising coal costs and environmental regulations. It stands as a testament to what can be achieved when a community refuses to let its history be dismantled, proving that the steam age still has a place in the twenty-­first-­century landscape.

		

	
		
			

			3

			WHITBY AND MY EARLY YEARS IN STEAM

			Before I tell you about some of my own adventures in and around Whitby, not to mention how I first became involved in steam, let me give you just a few words about the station itself.

			The origins of Whitby Station date back to the horse-­drawn days I just mentioned, and the initial line, engineered by George Stephenson, terminated at a station near the current site. As demand for faster, more efficient transport grew, the line was absorbed by the York and North Midland Railway (Y&NM) in 1845 and converted to steam operation.

			The current station building, designed by George Townsend Andrews, the Y&NM’s resident architect, was constructed in 1845 as part of this improvement scheme. Andrews, known for his work on numerous stations in Yorkshire, built one that reflected the railways’ increasing prominence in the nineteenth century and went all out. The original station featured a significant ‘Euston Truss’ roof covering the platforms and was the pride of the area.

			

			In 1854, the station became part of the North Eastern Railway, a company that would oversee a period of rapid expansion in the region. By the 1880s, Whitby had become a connection of four lines: the original line to Pickering and York; the Esk Valley Line to Middlesbrough (completed to Grosmont in 1865); a coastal line north to Loftus; and a coastal line south to Scarborough. To manage this traffic, the NER added extra platforms, turning it into a significant terminus.

			The coastal line to Scarborough was a remarkable feat of engineering, requiring the construction of the now world-­famous Larpool Viaduct over the River Esk. Another station, Whitby West Cliff, was opened in 1883 on the opposite side of the valley to accommodate the coastal services. This created a complex, often congested traffic pattern in which trains to Scarborough often had to reverse at West Cliff to enter the main town station.

			The peak of Whitby’s railway activity was in the early twentieth century, yet the lines, particularly the coastal ones, were extremely expensive to maintain and saw passenger numbers decline following the rise of motor transport. The first major blow was the closure of the line north to Loftus in 1958, following the decline of the local ironstone industry.

			The most significant reductions came during the 1960s, with the famous Beeching cuts. In 1965, the Scarborough and Whitby line was officially closed, leaving only the line to Pickering. The station was drastically simplified during this time, with many of the extra platforms and tracks added during the Victorian era removed. Today, Whitby station operates as a unique joint station. It serves regular modern trains on the Esk Valley Line to Middlesbrough, managed by Northern Rail, while also acting as a bustling terminus for the NYMR’s own services.

			

			The station remains a largely authentic example of George Townsend Andrews’ nineteenth-­century architecture, despite the removal of the original roof in 1953 and its replacement with modern awnings, and retains a charming, nostalgic atmosphere, complete with some older rail signage.

			As for my story, I was born in Whitby in April 1980. In fact, the hospital where I was born, some of which has since been flattened and turned into a lovely new car park, used to face Whitby Station. But that doesn’t reflect the extent of that hospital’s link to my family’s history with steam. Good heavens, no. Before I was taken home, my mum and I were visited by my very elderly great-­grandmother, Sarah Jane Walker, who apparently held me in her arms for a few minutes. I have no recollection of this, but I take my parents’ word for it. Sarah Jane had worked at York Station in the ticket office back in the 1920s, so would have seen, and perhaps even ridden on, some of the engines I look after now. She passed away just a few days after holding me, apparently, so I can only assume she’d had quite enough excitement for one lifetime.

			I also had a great-­grand-­uncle called Harold, who’s no longer with us, and he was a signalman at Rillington Junction on the LNER, which is the other end of the Whitby branch. I don’t know much more about Harold, unfortunately, other than that he apparently died after falling into a fire.

			

			My family’s association with steam continued, albeit loosely, with Sarah Jane’s son, my grandad. He lived in Ruswarp, where the NYMR was formed, and closely followed the fledgling group’s progress. According to Mum, he’d stand at his garden gate chatting to the founder, Tom Salmon, for ages about what they were up to and the challenges they were facing. I’m not sure if Grandad ever volunteered for the group in those early days, but he later worked for the NYMR as a paid carriage cleaner.

			After leaving Ruswarp in the 1970s, Grandad became the postman at Goathland (aka Aidensfield), which is the third stop on the NYMR line, whether you’re travelling from Whitby or Pickering. He later moved to Grosmont, which is the beating heart of the NYMR, so he would have been surrounded by steam trains for most of his life.

			Grandad used to have a Mamod railway layout in his garden. For those who don’t know, Mamod was a toy manufacturer based in England, founded in 1937, that specialised in making live model steam engines. They eventually expanded their range to include traction engines, boats, cars, road rollers and steam wagons, but it was only in the 1960s that they began to make models that actually moved. They only closed down recently, in 2024.

			

			Grandad Page must have purchased some kind of weird prototype model, as the engine he kept in his garden was, to use a technical term, an absolute bloody liability. We used to go down to see him on a Sunday, and as soon as we arrived, my brother, Daniel, and I would race out to the garden. Not because we were desperate to see Grandad, although it was always nice. We wanted to see the fire! You see, this engine of his was steamed on methylated spirits, which is obviously highly flammable. Because Grandad’s layout was at least 30 years old (a bit knackered, in other words) and rested on a quite uneven surface, the engine kept tipping over, and when it did, the methylated spirits would spill out and burst into a massive ball of flames.

			One of my earliest and fondest memories is standing in Grandad’s garden on a Sunday afternoon, aged about four, watching him struggle to keep this thing upright while at the same time trying to avoid the intermittent but inevitable mini blue infernos. Grandad eventually became a bit of a fire hazard himself. ‘Boys, keep away from him,’ Mum would say. ‘Your Grandad’s highly flammable.’

			Highly flammable or not, Grandad Page was the first person to take my brother and me on a train pulled by a real steam engine. Every Christmas the NYMR operates what is now called the Santa Express, though it was then called the Santa Special. You know the kind of thing. Get an engine and some carriages, dress them up to look as Christmassy as possible using lights, baubles and what have you, stick Santa, some elves and a load of kids on board, steam up the engine, and away you go. It’s great fun!

			

			My memory’s a bit hazy now, but I recall receiving a gift from Santa during this Santa Special trip with Grandad – specifically, a grey model Ford Sierra. Do you remember those? I was quite pleased with it at the time. The engine that pulled us that day was Lambton Colliery No. 29. Built by Kitson of Leeds in 1904, No. 29, as we call her, worked coal trains at Lambton Collieries for many years before being bought by NYMR in 1969. She’s an engine I know well, as I’ve been underneath or inside her God knows how many times. She’ll pop up a few times later in the book.

			There is actually another Lambton Colliery engine at the NYMR, No. 5, and the reason I mention her is that she’s one of the few engines at the NYMR that I’ve never worked on. No. 5 went out of service shortly before I arrived, and she’s been waiting for an overhaul ever since. It’s one of my ambitions to get her in steam again before I retire.

			I grew up in a village called Aislaby, which is equidistant between Whitby and Grosmont. To be honest, apart from watching Grandad set himself on fire while running his Mamod set or collecting Ford Sierras on the Santa Specials, I never had much interest in steam trains until I started working with them. In fact, my love of all things mobile and mechanical started with aeroplanes, which I’m still mad about today.

			At thirteen, I joined the Air Cadets, which gave me the chance to fly a Chipmunk and a Bulldog. Or, should I say, fly in one. After that, I decided to teach myself to build and fly model aeroplanes and spent hours and hours assembling them, only to crash them into a thousand pieces. At least at first. I actually became quite good in the end, and as well as winning trophies and European league races, I held the English model glider speed record for about fifteen minutes, until a lad called Mark beat me. My dad, who worked in a hydraulics factory for many years and has always been good with engines, started helping me early on, and between us we forged quite a formidable partnership. Had we not, I’d have become bankrupt at fifteen!

			

			I remember Dad arriving home with a new engine for a model aeroplane I was building one day. ‘Paul, we need to test it,’ he declared. ‘But Dad,’ I said, ‘I’m still building the plane.’ ‘So what?’ With that, Dad proceeded to screw this new engine onto the front of our porch. ‘You’re not going to fire it up, are you?’ I asked him, more than a little bit panicked. ‘I most certainly am!’ he announced triumphantly. ‘Mum will go spare if she catches you.’ Unfortunately, my warning fell on deaf ears. He had that look in his eye.

			This engine was only tiny, but as soon as he fired it up, the porch, which was quite old and made entirely of wood and glass, began to shake violently. ‘Dad, the porch is going to take off!’ I shouted. ‘Turn it off!’ I’m not sure what was stopping him, but instead of turning it off as any sane person would, Dad just stood there, watching the porch shake with a great big grin on his face. Well, he did until the glass started shattering. That soon brought him back down to earth. It’s one of the few times I can remember my mum calling my dad a rude word.

			

			As you may already have gathered, my dad is a bit quirky. Mum used to work at a care home situated right at the bottom of the valley, and she quite often had to work nights. Dad used to have one of those million-­candlepower torches, and I remember watching him track my mum with it as she walked to work so she could see where she was going. He wouldn’t turn it off until she’d disappeared into the woods that bordered the care home. ‘Yep, she’s good to go,’ he’d say, flicking the switch off.

			 

			My first job after leaving school in 1996, and the only job I’ve had that isn’t at the NYMR, was on a chicken farm of all places, which opened my eyes to the trials and tribulations of full-­time employment, as well as a whole load of other things.

			The owner of the farm, a very pompous man called Mr Massey, who everyone used to call Mr M, was a local eccentric who always dressed in tweeds and who had a moustache that made him look like a dishevelled walrus. He was great fun, though. A real character.

			Mr M had a wife, known to all as Mrs M, who reminded me a bit of Margaret Thatcher. You know, dead scary. She and Mr M used to fight all the time. In fact, on my very first day at the chicken farm, I walked out of one of the sheds mid-­morning to find Mr M attempting to stop Mrs M driving off in his Volvo 740. God only knows why. It was a very blustery day, and Mr M was wearing a dressing gown that had unfortunately blown open, revealing he had forgotten to put on his pyjamas. You can’t unsee some things.

			

			By the time I arrived, Mrs M had started the car and put it in drive (it was an automatic). When Mr M finally managed to extract her, the car shot forward, straight into Mr M’s wooden office. It didn’t half make a mess. ‘You stupid bloody cow!’ he bellowed at her. ‘Look what you’ve done!’ ‘Oh, sod off, you boring little man,’ snapped Mrs M, before stumbling back indoors. 

			After retrieving the four or five hundred chicks that were in boxes on the back seat of the Volvo, all of which, amazingly, seemed to be OK, I set about patching up the office with bits of wood and tarpaulin. I arrived home that evening in a mild state of shock, unsure whether to say anything to Mum and Dad. ‘Good first day, Paul?’ Mum asked as I entered the kitchen. ‘Different,’ I said, deciding to leave it at that.

			In addition to earwigging, standing frozen in sheer amazement, and mending broken offices, one of my main roles at the farm was ‘bitting’ the baby chickens. Bitting involves fitting a small plastic ring (called a bit) into the chick’s beak at around three weeks old. It prevents the birds from pecking each other’s feathers, which they often do at a young age. The bits will eventually pop out as they get older.

			

			At first, I wasn’t too keen on this job, for the simple reason that after a few minutes, the chicks would get used to you being there and then end up crawling and crapping all over you. You could have twenty or thirty of them on you at a time, and because you often had your hands full (it takes both hands to fit a bit), there wasn’t much you could do about it. The only upside was that the coops were full of heated lamps, so although you were covered in chicken poo, at least you were nice and warm.

			By the end of the summer, I was looking for an excuse to escape the chicken farm permanently when an opportunity presented itself one day through a regatta and a helicopter ride.

			Incredibly, Mr and Mrs M had managed to remain on speaking terms long enough to have several children, all of whom had wisely left home. On the eve of the Whitby Regatta, which usually takes place in the second week of August, two of his sons arrived at the farm. ‘I’m taking my sons to the regatta,’ he said the following morning. ‘I’ll be gone all day, so mind you get on with your work.’ ‘Yes, Mr M.’

			As soon as they left the farm, I decided to down tools and take it easy for a bit. I promise you I’m not a shirker, but it was one of the hottest days of the year, and in the week or so leading up to that, I’d been absolutely flat out. ‘I’ll just have a couple of hours,’ I said to myself. With that, I parked myself under a tree in the front paddock, overlooking the valley, and nodded off. I was woken about an hour and a half later by the distant sound of a helicopter. It seemed to be getting louder, and as I sat up and got my bearings, I could see it was coming my way. Helicopters are commonplace during the Regatta (mainly joyrides), and a ride through Eskdale is one of the most popular routes.

			

			Although it was flying quite low, I couldn’t make out the people who were in the helicopter. They appeared to be waving, though, one quite vigorously, which was nice, so I waved back. When they finally continued their journey, I made myself horizontal again and began to nod off. After about twenty minutes, I was woken again by the same noise. ‘It’s them again,’ I said to myself. Sure enough, the same helicopter was approaching from the other direction and after circling the farm a few times (a bit strange, but I still waved), it headed back towards Whitby.

			By now it was approaching lunchtime, and after managing to make myself vertical, I retrieved my sandwiches, crisps and squash from the shed, went back to my tree, ate what I could (which was the closest I’d come to doing some work all day) and then promptly nodded off again. This time, I was woken not by the sound of a helicopter but by the sound of an irate chicken farmer who was approaching me on foot.

			‘Get up, you lazy little bugger,’ he barked. ‘Don’t you think I know what you’ve been doing all day? Come on, on your feet!’

			

			I thought about trying to lie my way out of it but decided not to. I didn’t have the strength. I managed to stand up, though, just.

			‘Guess what the boys and I did when we got to Whitby,’ he continued. ‘We took a helicopter ride. “We’ll be able to see the farm,” I said to them. How marvellous! And what did we see when we got there?’

			By now, I’d obviously realised that the people I’d been waving at in the helicopter, half-­sprawled under a tree, were Mr M and his two delightful sons.

			‘Oh, I’m sorry about that, Mr M,’ I said. ‘It’s just so hot. I’m ahead with my work, though. I really am.’

			‘I don’t care about that. You made me look like a fool in front of my sons. Go home.’

			My heart suddenly leapt.

			‘What, you mean you’re sacking me?’

			‘No, of course I’m not sacking you. We’ve got too much on. I’m not paying you for today, though.’

			‘Fair enough.’

			Later that night, I decided to come clean to Dad about my situation.

			‘I can’t go on working at the farm,’ I said to him.

			‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘It’s a job, isn’t it?’

			I then spent the next ten minutes or so reminding Dad of every story I’d told him over the past few months about the farm and Mr and Mrs M, as well as some I’d chosen not to tell him.

			

			‘Blimey, I see where you’re coming from,’ he said after taking it all in. ‘I’m not even sure I could work there.’

			‘I’m sixteen years old, Dad. I feel like a forty-­year-­old at the moment!’

		

	
		
			

			4

			NYMR CALLING

			What I needed at this time was something more suited to my age and sensibilities. I considered myself a people person even then, but I liked my people to be as uncomplicated as is humanly possible and preferably nice and calm. I also wanted to get stuck into an actual profession of some kind – a trade, preferably – and one that involved tinkering with engines. Any kind of engines. I didn’t care.

			The first idea I had was to take up an apprenticeship at nearby Slingsby Aviation. With aeroplanes being my main interest, that seemed like the obvious choice, but then they ran into financial difficulty, so that one never got off the ground – so to speak.

			Shortly after that, while I was still umming and aahing, my mum saw an advert in the Whitby Gazette for an apprenticeship scheme in steam engineering and maintenance at the North Yorkshire Moors Railway, based mainly at the engineering sheds at Grosmont Station. ‘What about this?’ she said, holding up the paper. ‘I know it’s a complete change of tack, but you can see Grosmont from our house.’ As you now know, Mum and Dad’s place sits right at the top of the valley, and over the years, I must have spent hours in our garden watching trains trundling from Grosmont to Sleights and back again. In fact, I remember watching the last steam engine BR ever built, Evening Star, make one of its final journeys before being taken out of service and put on permanent display. I’m getting a bit nerdy here, but Evening Star is a 9F, and 9Fs have since been banned from the main network for having flangeless driving wheels. It’s a good job I’m here, isn’t it? Otherwise, you wouldn’t have found that out.

			

			Reading the advert for this apprenticeship scheme made me reevaluate my interest in trains. OK, so they weren’t aeroplanes, but I did have a model train setup in my bedroom, some of which I’d inherited from my grandad (minus the meth-­powered monster as Mum wouldn’t have it in the house), and the NYMR had a heck of a lot of mechanical things which, if my application was successful, I could tinker with and take apart. Better still, as Mum had already pointed out, Grosmont was only three miles from home. ‘OK,’ I said, handing back the newspaper, ‘I’ll give it a go.’

			I applied for it, went for a couple of interviews, got the nod and started the following month. I was cock-­a-­hoop. I’d spend four days a week in the sheds at Grosmont and one day a week at Teesside Tertiary College up in Middlesbrough, which has since been turned into a housing estate. I appear to have had a habit of sounding the death knell for buildings.

			

			The person who interviewed me was a chap called Peter Smeaton, who I still see every now and then. In fact, I now sit at the desk that Peter used when he worked at the NYMR. He’d been a member of the Territorial Army, and he stored all his pens in ammunition tins. They’re still on the desk, those tins, but the pens have all run dry. Peter’s surname rang a bell when I met him, and it turned out I’d been at school with his son, Peter Jr. He, too, worked at the NYMR for a bit, but he eventually became a fireman. I only know that because whenever we have a fire on the line, which is quite often these days, he’s usually one of the people who puts it out!

			Although he’s been retired for a long time now, I still have to pick Peter Snr’s brains every now and then. He’d been at the NYMR from a very young age and helped build the sheds, so he has a lot of knowledge. Fortunately for me, he also has a very good memory and is always happy to help. As is pretty much everyone who’s ever worked at the NYMR, in my experience.

			Peter’s wife, Sue, was also employed by the NYMR when I joined, and she was the one who kept the likes of me in check. She still volunteers there, so I see her quite often too. In fact, I’m fairly sure Peter and Sue met while volunteering for the NYMR. I’ll talk about a few more volunteers later on.

			

			When I began my four-­year steam engineering and maintenance apprenticeship with the NYMR, I received exactly the same treatment as my mum, because my dad used to insist on following me as far as he could from home with his squillion-­watt torch. It came as a bit of a surprise, though. I used to travel to and from work on a 50cc motorbike, at least 40cc of which went towards making a noise rather than propelling it forward. My God, it made a racket! It did have a light, though, so there was really no need for my dad to track me. I remember setting off for work one morning. It was still dark, and as I wound my way down the valley towards Grosmont, I suddenly saw a spotlight wobbling a few metres to my right. What the heck’s that? I thought. It gave me the fright of my bloody life, and I almost went into a hedge. Dad obviously meant well, but his torch was more of a distraction than anything else.

			 

			My first day at the NYMR was on 16 December 1996. Although it was during the pre-­Christmas lull, there was still plenty to do, and I was thrown straight into the thick of things. My inaugural task was to help a man called Keith Rogers, who’s sadly no longer with us, fit a regulator to Black Five No. 45428, Eric Treacy. Now, Eric Treacy is not just any old engine; she’s one of the most beloved in the NYMR fleet. She rolled out of the Armstrong Whitworth works in Newcastle in 1937 as part of Sir William Stanier’s ‘Black Five’ clan, that were famous for being able to turn their wheels to anything, anywhere. Unlike some engines remembered for breaking speed records or what have you, 45428 is admired for her roots in railway history and for the man whose name she bears.

			

			The engine’s namesake is the Right Reverend Eric Treacy, former Bishop of Wakefield and a legendary railway photographer. Eric was a true enthusiast, spending countless hours photographing steam engines all over the country and in all their glory. Ironically and tragically, he died of a heart attack on the platform at Appleby Station in 1978, camera in hand, waiting to photograph a railtour. Naming the engine after him was a fitting way to honour his passion and dedication, ensuring his memory is literally steaming through the countryside for generations to come.

			On the technical side, she’s a cracking example of mid-­century engineering at its best. The ‘Black Fives’ were the backbone of the London, Midland and Scottish Railway (LMS) and later British Railways (BR), sporting a 4-­6-­0 wheel formation and built with maintenance and reliability in mind. They could shift anything – heavy freight or express passengers – without breaking a sweat. 45428 spent her working days at sheds across the north, somehow dodging the mass cull of steam engines in the 1960s before being rescued for preservation.

			These days, Eric Treacy is a star turn at the NYMR. She was recently given a paint job after an accident involving a tree, and in the next couple of years she’ll be due a major overhaul. The sight and sound of her steaming up and down the line is something special, and she’s often the engine of choice for big occasions and Dining Train outings. She’s one of my favourites too. In fact, she’s behind only two, which I’m looking forward to telling you all about.

			

			My second task at the NYMR was slightly more manual. ‘You see that track over there,’ said Keith. ‘Cut it up and put it in the breakdown coach for the breakdown crane.’ This was a real eye-­opener. Not in terms of what I learned, but in terms of what it took out of me. The work at the chicken farm hadn’t been too taxing physically, and in the weeks between finishing there and starting at NYMR, I’d had it fairly easy. ‘You think you can manage?’ said Keith, giving me a knowing grin while I hauled some track towards the breakdown coach. ‘Just about,’ I said. I got the feeling I wasn’t the first apprentice he’d seen who’d been given an early wake-­up call.

			After that, I ended up working in the stores department for a week or so, assisting a chap called Charlie Dore
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