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Introduction:

The romance we lost

SOMETIMES YOU COME across a lofty railway viaduct marooned in the middle of a remote country landscape. Or a crumbling platform of some once-bustling junction buried under the buddleia. If you are lucky you might be able to follow some rusting tracks or explore an old tunnel leading to … well, who knows where? Listen hard. Is that the wind in the undergrowth? Or the spectre of a train from a golden era of the past panting up the embankment?

These are the ghosts of the trains now departed – lines prematurely axed often with gripping and colourful tales to tell, marvels of locomotive engineering prematurely sent to the scrapyard, and architecturally magnificent stations felled by the wrecker’s ball. Then there are the lost delights of train travel, such as haute cuisine in the dining car, the grand expresses with their evocative names, and continental boat trains to romantic far-off places. Such pleasures have all but vanished in our modern homogenised era of train travel.

But why should nostalgia be on anyone’s mind in this age of fast, state-of-the-art trains, which routinely whisk us efficiently all over the developed world at speeds of up to 200 mph. Is it merely fanciful and indulgent to summon up some ‘lost age’ of the railways when more of us are choosing to use the rail network than at any time in history. Trains today, the mantra goes, are faster, more frequent and better than ever. Why bother about the past?

Well, for many of today’s train travellers ‘faster, more frequent and better’ is too often a euphemism, in corporate railwayspeak, for ‘worse’. It is sometimes tempting to wonder if, deep in every railway operations HQ, there is a department whose sole job is to think up ways of corroding the experience of passengers (or ‘passenger experience’ if you go along with the jargon.) Here are seats that don’t line up with the windows, garish plasticky train interiors, an incomprehensible fares system, ticket collectors who assume everyone is a criminal, a cacophony of endless announcements about ‘the next station stop’ and ‘suspicious packages’, and of course the extinction of many of the things that once made rail travel joyous – restaurant cars with white tablecloths and silver service, obliging porters, staffed stations, waiting rooms with blazing fires, a comfy compartment you could snuggle in, luggage in advance … I’m sure you can devise your own list. No wonder the universe of railways of the past seems rose-tinted.

But let’s not get carried away. There are many tangible things we have lost over the years that it is unreasonable to expect to recover in the modern age. Nor would we want them. That romantic little branch line train was often as illusory as George Orwell’s ‘old maids bicycling to holy communion through the morning mist’. As Paul Theroux wrote,

There is an English dream of a warm summer evening on a branch line train. Just that sentence can make an English person over 40 fall silent with the memory of what has now become a golden fantasy of an idealised England: the comfortable, dusty coaches rolling through the low woods, the sun gilding the green leaves and striking through the carriage windows; the breeze tickling the hot flowers in the fields, birdsong and the thump of the powerful locomotive; the pleasant creak of the wood panelling on the coach; the mingled smell of fresh grass and coal smoke; and the expectation of being met by someone very dear on the platform of a country station.

The reality was that the train was often a draughty superannuated relic fit only for the scrapyard, used by a handful of passengers each week and leaching a steady stream of money from the public purse. No one could reasonably expect to revive such services.

Likewise, present-day ‘railwayacs’ and ‘locoists’ wax sentimental about the colourful liveries and polished brasswork of the steam engines of yore. We may enthuse about the ‘Blackberry Black’ of the London & North Western at Euston or the ‘Improved Engine Green’ of the London, Brighton & South Coast Railway (which was actually yellow), much as a design guru might fuss over a Farrow & Ball paintcard. Yet the truth is that, lovely though they seem in retrospect, steam locomotives were labour-intensive and inefficient machines, and by the 1950s it had become difficult to attract staff to work with them. As for the competition – seen even now as a virtue of the ‘buccaneering’ old days – the reality was that many British towns and villages ended up with more stations and railway services than they could ever possibly need, the result being failure and eventual closure. To recreate any part of this world today would be absurd.

Yet most of us British, I think, cannot help but view the railways through a prism of nostalgia. The mood seems to be everywhere. Here is Michael Portillo, ubiquitous on our living-room TVs, brandishing his Bradshaw and seemingly endlessly roaming the rails and catching the zeitgeist with his Great British Railway Journeys. Pete Waterman is there too, rejoicing in the greasy world of the steam engine, while Dan Snow adds the gloss of the celebrity historian.

So what is it about trains that makes us so rheumy-eyed? Is it that, as the nation that invented the railway, we are pining in a postmodern world for our lost industrial heritage? In the introduction to their anthology Train Songs the poets Sean O’Brien and Don Paterson reckon that the appeal of the railways is precisely to do with their relationship to time. ‘The train moves into the future on its iron road while provoking a complex nostalgia that has accompanied it since birth,’ they write. ‘Almost as soon as the railway arrived in Britain it began to depart. After the railway boom of the 1840s the empire of the tracks seems always to have been defending and withdrawing from its own frontiers.’

A cocktail of loss stirred with the recall of vanished pleasure is ever present in the literature of rail travel – moments fleetingly experienced and then lost for ever. Here is Auden’s ‘Night Mail’ ever hurrying on with ‘letters of thanks, letters from banks, letters of joy from girl and boy’. For Edward Thomas it was the sublime moment when his express train paused at Adlestrop and ‘for that minute a blackbird sang’. Philip Larkin momentarily peeks from a train into the romantic lives of strangers in ‘The Whitsun Weddings’. For Thomas Hardy life is never the same after a snatched kiss at the barrier in ‘On the Departure Platform’. ‘Each a glimpse and gone for ever!’ as Robert Louis Stevenson puts it in his famous ‘From a Railway Carriage’.

Much more than merely agents of commerce and industry, the railways are loved because they encapsulate the whole gamut of human life and experience. They are the focus of emotions and the stuff of memories. The railway station, observe social historians Jeffrey Richards and John Mackenzie, is a gateway through which people pass ‘in profusion on a variety of missions – a place of motion and emotion, arrival and sorrow, parting and reunion’. It is a place of ‘countless stories’ – of drama, mystery and adventure.

Yet many of these stories belong to a world long gone – lyrically described by Gilbert and David St John Thomas in their charming book Double Headed: 

Railways are in a world of their own; they are segregated from the rest of the nation, and yet they serve it. They are self-contained, definable, understandable even by attentive amateurs and therefore welcoming to escapists; yet they are ubiquitous, infinitely diverse, complex within their own limits and wrapped in their own mystique. They have their own language, their own telephone network, their eating houses, factories and estates; they have their own slums, palaces, mausoleums and rustic beauty; they offer majesty and meanness, laughter, wonder and tears.

Not much of this could be said of the railways of today. It is hardly surprising then that we should invest so much emotion in romantic nostalgia. Who could disagree with that most poetic of railway historians Cuthbert Hamilton Ellis when he wrote (in 1947), 

Surely it was always summer when we made our first railway journeys. Only from later boyhood do we remember what fog was like at Liverpool Street … or how the Thames Valley looked between Didcot and Oxford when there was naught but steel-grey water upon the drowned meadows. No, it was always summer! Sun shone on the first blue engine to be seen, a Somerset & Dorset near Poole; there was sunshine most dazzling on a Great Western brass dome; the sun shone on an extraordinary mustard-coloured engine of the London, Brighton & South Coast.

‘Nostalgic?’ asks Hamilton Ellis. ‘If so, why not?’

And why not, indeed? This sense of what the railways of the past signify to us has been heightened recently by a renaissance of railway enthusiasm. Gone are the days when those with an interest in railways were derided as trainspotters, anoraks or rivet counters, and mocked in the routine of almost every second-rate comedian on the stand-up circuit. The mark of respectability came in autumn 2014 when the National Railway Museum staged an exhibition called Trainspotting, at which various celebrities ‘came out’ to declare their interest in what twenty years ago was the preserve of the nerd.

Actually, railway enthusiasm never really went away and – despite the mockers – has a long and noble history. The first railway enthusiast can be reckoned to be the actress Fanny Kemble, who in 1830, at the age of twenty-one, just before the opening of the Liverpool & Manchester Railway, charmed George Stephenson into letting her ride with him on the locomotive. The engine, she gasped, was ‘a magical machine, with its flying white breath and rhythmical, unvarying pace’. Recognition of what was to become a national pursuit initially came when Stephenson’s 1825 engine Locomotion was put on public display on a plinth at Darlington station in 1857. Soon, upright professional men were indulging their hobby in a manner not dissimilar to butterfly collecting or philately. By the turn of century they had their own magazine and their own place to go in London, the Railway Club – as smart an institution in its own way as the Garrick or the Oxford and Cambridge.

Before its decline into unfashionability in the 1980s trainspotting had been a national cult in which men and boys turned out in all weathers on platforms all over the land, accompanied by their bible – a well-thumbed copy of the Ian Allan Locospotters’ Guide. I recall having to fight my way to the ends of the platforms at King’s Cross and Paddington through throngs of boys with notebooks and lapels plastered with enamel badges of their favourite engines. Then we discovered Pink Floyd and girls – and all grew up.

These days things have come full circle, with hedge fund managers in the City indulging their baby-boomer passions by spending millions buying and restoring vintage express steam locomotives to run on the main line – motivated not by profit but by the sheer joy of the thing. This is probably not surprising, since railway enthusiasm is the ultimate nostalgia in the imagination of what Orwell called a ‘nation of collectors’. And why should such pleasures have to be defended? As the historian Roger Lloyd wrote in his book The Fascination of Railways, ‘I have never met a lover of railways who felt the slightest need to produce any justification for his pleasure. Why should he?’ The National Railway Museum even had the confidence to commission some verse from the poet Ian McMillan giving trainspotting a modern family feel:

It’s a life filled with moments that ring like a bell,

With elation the thrill of the chase;

It’s a smile from your dad that says ‘Yes, all is well’

As he matches the grin on your face.

This is a hobby that never will pall.

Tomorrow’s a spotting day. Well, aren’t they all?

In this spirit I have chosen sixteen icons through which I unashamedly celebrate the lost delights of Britain’s railways. The following chapters are not primarily about old engines, though there are plenty here. Nor do they represent a critique of Richard Beeching, whose 1963 report led to the slashing of the national rail network – although there are many lines here over which his shadow fell. Rather, in the ‘journeys’ of my title I’ve undertaken an odyssey which took me from Preston to Paris and Baker Street to Bangkok to celebrate the best of what has gone from our railways. I’m entirely with the railway historian Bryan Morgan when he writes in his evocative book The End of the Line that ‘the words on an Ordnance Map “Track of Old Railway” have the power deeply to move me, and when I discover the scar itself I have to discover where it is going and what is left of its furniture’.

And so I walked over the crumbling viaducts of what was once the highest railway in England; I uncovered the furthest outpost of the London Tube buried in the undergrowth of the Buckinghamshire countryside. I rode today’s fastest train from Scotland to London to summon up the great days of the Anglo-Scottish expresses. I trudged through the back streets of provincial towns to stand on the sites of old stations where the hopes and dreams of Victorian visionaries were raised and dashed. I relived the world of Rowland Emmet and William Heath Robinson on the tracks of some of the most eccentric railways ever built. I sat in a car park by the sea where the laughter once echoed from happy excursionists piling off trains from Lancashire and Yorkshire factories and mills. In all these journeys I’ve tried to re-inhabit the essential character of the railways as they once were and to distil the romance that has been irretrievably lost.

Maybe surprisingly, I didn’t generally find what I sought on Britain’s preserved ‘heritage’ railways – booming though they are, with 108 of them currently flourishing and attracting more than seven million visitors each year. It’s true that without them none of today’s children would ever imbibe the distinctive sounds and scents of the steam age. Yet to me their reality, with a few exceptions, seems not quite genuine. I’m with Muriel Searle, author of Lost Lines, who wrote, ‘The trains puff satisfactorily enough but are dedicated to pleasure instead of running a genuine everyday transport service, for which they were built. They carry tourists, but no farmer to market or housewives to the shops, pet dogs on leads, but not crates of live hens; a modicum of holiday baggage in some instances, but not punnets of Cheddar strawberries to Bristol or crates of Clark’s shoes to John o’ Groats.’

For me the essential flavour of the railways of the past is often best divined standing on some overgrown embankment, beneath the ruins of an ivy-covered viaduct or amid the last fragments of some grand city terminus such as the old Euston or the demolished Birmingham Snow Hill or Nottingham Victoria, gently reconstructing the humanity and the grandeur that was once there. If you wait long enough between somewhere and nowhere, the past can often return with surprising clarity. Even a high-speed journey to Paris on the Eurostar helped resurrect for me the ghosts of the glamorous days of the old boat trains. Likewise a delicious lunch on one of today’s weekday trains to the West Country was a journey back to the great days of the splendid restaurant cars of the golden age.

Meanwhile, we must be cautious about over-egging the nostalgia. Compared with the ‘good old days’ there is so much that is better about the modern railway. As I write this, sitting in front of me is the ABC Railway Guide from February 1953, with its well-worn buff cover and adverts for Lemon Hart Rum and Punch magazine – as familiar in the homes of our parents as an old Bible or prayer book. We may regret their passing, yet it paints a dismal picture of the train services of even the recent past. Back then the railway journey from Euston to Manchester, for example, took around four hours with gaps of up to two hours between trains. Today there are three trains every hour taking half the time. Name almost any journey on the main lines of Britain and the story is mostly the same.

As well as being faster, today’s trains are infinitely safer and cleaner too – air-conditioning rather than smuts in the eye. Even the remotest branch lines have it better, with regular timetables and no more wondering when the train will come on a windswept platform in the middle of nowhere. Electronic information is ubiquitous, and if you fancy it, all today’s train companies have real-time train information on their websites and apps, as well as Twitter feeds. The world defined by the ABC Railway Guide is already in the trash.

For all this, though, we may wonder if in fifty years’ time we would ever be able to speak lovingly of today’s railways with the warmth of Hamilton Ellis in the concluding words of The Trains We Loved: 

These were the trains we loved; grand, elegant and full of grace. We knew them and they belonged to the days when we first gazed on the magic of cloud shadows sweeping over the Downs, when we first became fully aware of the smell of a Wiltshire village after rain, or when we first saw a Scottish mountain framed in a double rainbow so vivid that no painter dared to try to record it … They were the days when the steam locomotive, unchallenged, bestrode the world like a friendly giant.

If this is your world, read on.



Chapter One

The Holy Grail of lost railways

The Slow and Dirty it may have been for some, but the old Somerset & Dorset remains, for its many devotees today, the most romantic and alluring of all the vanished lines of Britain. Did its origins in Glastonbury help weave the spell?

[image: Image Missing]

BLINKING THROUGH THE darkness, I’m half a mile on foot into one of the longest and most notorious railway tunnels in Britain, deep under the hills south of Bath. But the only puffing to be heard is from cyclists exultantly whisking through the gears, Chris Hoy-like, as they swish along the old trackbed. This is a miraculous transformation of an old railway line, in which the Combe Down Tunnel of the old Somerset & Dorset Joint Railway has been turned into Britain’s most unusual cycle way. Who would imagine that this was once such a smoky and ash-filled inferno that train crews would pee on the coal to keep down the dust before entering and lie on the floor with their overalls over their faces to prevent suffocation.

But then there has always been a magic about the old S&D – still nearly fifty years after its closure the holy grail for enthusiasts of abandoned railways. The most romantic, the most alluring in the tug of its nostalgia, this most magical of lines is associated too with the magical village of Glastonbury. Never mind the Settle & Carlisle, the Liverpool & Manchester, the Stockton & Darlington or any other famous railways with double-barrelled names you care to mention, the Somerset & Dorset rides high permanently in the pantheon of nostalgia.

All those other ‘joint’ lines with similar names have melded into the mists of time. Who now remembers the old Midland & South Western Junction, lovely though it was, running in rural splendour through the spine of southern England? The venerable Midland & Great Northern, full of Norfolk seaside memories of yore, still has its loyal following. But, ah, the S&D! At the mention of the name, grown men and women go misty-eyed and fumble for their Specsavers wipes. Where were you that early spring day in 1966 when the S&D shut for ever? You can be sure that every rail enthusiast worth their enamel badges has a view.

So how can it be that a rail byway – chronically loss-making for most of its life and dubbed the Slow and Dirty or Shabby and Doubtful by its passengers – should acquire such mythical status? Never mind that this seventy-one-mile backwater from Bath to Bournemouth was briefly dubbed the Swift and Delightful by one employee. (It was reckoned that he had either received a bung from the management or was declared insane shortly afterwards.) It is a story of high drama and big personalities, whose names still resonate today.

Here is proud Victorian entrepreneur James Clark, inventor of the sheepskin slipper, who founded the eponymous family shoe firm in 1825, still one of Somerset’s most important industries. It was Clark’s vision in seeking an outlet to transport his products from Glastonbury to the sea that led to a proposal for the establishment of the line in 1851. On the other side is another old Somerset dynasty, the Waugh family. The novelist Evelyn Waugh’s grandfather spoke out against the railway after the army of navvies engaged in its building had terrified the family nanny while out for a walk with the pram. Add too one of the unsung visionaries of the Victorian era. Robert Read, the company secretary of the railway, with his big beard and sparkling eyes, may not be much remembered now, but without him the railway could not have been built, and would not have survived into the twentieth century and thus into today’s mythology. 

At the risk of heresy, we may even include the good Lord himself. According to Somerset legend, after the Crucifixion, Joseph of Arimathea, uncle of Jesus Christ, sailed up the Bristol Channel into an inland sea that extended to Glastonbury – the mythical Avalon – where he planted his staff, which became the Holy Thorn. There are those who reckon that he may even have brought his nephew along in person during the lost years between Jesus’ boyhood and ministry. Could ‘those feet in ancient time’ that walked in Blake’s words ‘on England’s mountains green’ have trodden what would one day become the tracks of the Somerset & Dorset Joint Railway? There are some diehard S&D fans so unswerving in their faith they would probably swear it to be true!

Even so, there was wasn’t much glory or holiness about the S&D’s progenitor, the little Somerset Central Railway, built across a bleak turf bog the fourteen miles from Highbridge to Glastonbury. The sneerers derided it as going ‘from nowhere to nowhere’, although this didn’t deter a vast procession on its opening day – 17 August 1854 – carrying banners proclaiming ‘Railways and Civilisation’ and ‘Where ther’s a will ther’s a way’ [sic] winding around the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey to a spacious tent where a ‘cold collation’ was served to 500 people, followed by three hours of speeches, along with 800 ‘working class dinners’ served in yet another tent.

But these were optimistic times, and before long the line was heading from somewhere to somewhere. The tracks were extended to the tiny port of Burnham-on-Sea, with a steamer link across the Bristol Channel to Cardiff. Robert Read, driven by his family motto ‘Res non verba’, was dreaming of even bigger things, with an eye on the neighbouring Dorset Central, whose tracks were working their way north from near Poole. But could the two ever meet up to create a major route running from the Bristol Channel to the English Channel – particularly when built in the opposing gauges of Britain’s two greatest railway engineering geniuses: Brunel’s 7 feet ¼ inch and Stephenson’s 4 feet 8½ inches?

An ingenious solution was found in laying one set of tracks within the other – a bit like one of the madcap schemes from Heath Robinson’s surreal 1935 cartoon book Railway Ribaldry – although it didn’t need to last for long, as Brunel’s dream of a broad-gauge Britain was dead by the 1870s. Meanwhile, the Somerset & Dorset Joint Railway, as it had become, was not just running coast to coast, but even advertising a service from the Bristol Channel to France, leaving Burnham at 8 a.m. and docking in Cherbourg at 6 p.m., just ten hours later. It was an astonishing achievement for a little undertaking with just one main line, and a journey time that could not be achieved even by the most ambitious of high-speed trains today.

But there were even grander plans still. Work began in 1872 on an extension to Bath, creating a money-spinning link from a tiny junction bearing the quaint name of Evercreech with the Highbridge branch, linking in at Bristol with the Midland Railway main line to Birmingham to the north. In the middle of nowhere it might have been, but little Evercreech Junction – in the minds of the dreamers – was to become the Clapham Junction of the west. And there would be a tantalising harvest of black gold to be reaped in the rich coalfields around Radstock along the way. At least that was the idea.

But it was one thing building a railway across a former seabed on the Somerset levels, and another blasting a route over the formidable Mendip Hills, where 3,000 men smashed their way through rock, twisting and turning to find negotiable gradients to Masbury summit, 811 feet above sea level. It was a fearsome and audacious enterprise that terrified the locals. Arthur Waugh, Evelyn’s father, whose own father was a country doctor at Midsomer Norton, painted a vivid picture of the construction in his autobiography, One Man’s Road, recalling how the peace of his favourite walk, which he took regularly with his nanny, was shattered, with the countryside scored by ‘a long and scarlet wound and loud explosions … Several of our favourite trees were lying on the ground; the earth was turned up; boards, wheelbarrows and the boots of loud, rough-voiced men had beaten down the primroses into a pulp of red soil.’ A swarm of navvies apparently shouted profanities in the wake of the perambulator, forcing the horrified and red-faced nanny to flee in embarrassment.

The new line was judged by others an engineering triumph, but the builders of the original dead-flat railway may not have appreciated the degree to which Somerset is one of Britain’s counties of greatest geological contrast. This is a rare place where mushy sea-level bogs jostle shoulders with bleak and unforgiving rocky hills. The cost of two years’ blasting, the construction of seven viaducts and four tunnels, along with many cuttings and embankments, as well as buying new engines, exhausted the company’s finances. Crushed by the sheer weight of their overambition, the directors were forced to sell out, doing a deal with the mighty Midland Railway to partner with the London & South Western Railway. This was a marvellous chance for the brass-nosed money men of Derby to extend their empire deep into the south-west, much to the fury of the Great Western, whose turf was being invaded.

Ironically, this shotgun marriage spawned a moderately successful railway, with beer, coal, bricks and other hardware carried from north to south as well as a burgeoning holiday trade taking advantage of growing leisure time for the toiling masses. For the workers in the mills of Lancashire and metal-bashing factories of the Black Country, the S&D was the conduit to a precious week’s holiday on a sandy beach in the sunny south. A journal kept in 1910 by J. Thornton Burge, the stationmaster at Templecombe, published in the Railway and Travel Monthly, records no fewer than 200 trains and engines passing his signal box in twenty-four hours on a peak summer’s day.

Even so, the charms of the S&D remained those of a predominantly rural backwater. Because of the line’s isolation the staff were a close-knit bunch. ‘Family spirit’ were words constantly used in personal recollections by employees along the line. It was a quality that defined the ethos of the railway, since fathers, sons, uncles and cousins staffed the engines, the signal boxes and the booking offices and handed their jobs down through the generations. Drivers were even allowed to have their own personal engines and would take them to the railway’s works at Highbridge for repair and collect them afterwards.

As well as keeping morale high, the closeness of the community allowed much flexing of the rule book. A favourite jape among crews was to grease the rails of the opposite track while in a cutting and then to discharge a vast cloud of steam. When the next train in the opposite direction hit the cloud, its wheels would spin helplessly. When the steam cleared their colleagues were also helpless – but this time with laughter. Crews were especially fond of their jimmies, home-made hooks that held down the blast pipes of the engines to improve their performance – highly illegal, of course. Alan Hammond records in his book The Splendour of the Somerset & Dorset Railway how a locomotive was driven through an engine-shed wall one day when the chairman of British Railways Western Region was doing an inspection. The damaged bricks were swiftly put back in place and nothing was ever said.

This is not to downplay two very serious accidents on the line. On 7 August 1876 fifteen people died in a head-on collision between Radstock and Wellow, and on 20 November 1929 the crew of a goods train was overcome by fumes in Combe Down Tunnel, killing the driver and two other staff. The train ran out of control, crashing into the entrance of Bath goods yard. But mostly the safety record was good, with one locomotive superintendent, Alfred Whitaker, inventing a much admired system in which a token could be passed on automatically from the locomotive to the signalman, thus avoiding two trains being on the same section of single track at the same time.

For most of its existence life along the line generally bumbled along in its usual slow and dirty way. A train would sometimes come to a halt in the middle of nowhere, much to the bemusement of passengers, while its crew picked mushrooms in a line-side field before frying them with bacon and eggs on a hot shovel in the firebox. Another perk for staff was the clutches of eggs retrieved from bird crates after their live cargoes had been released from pigeon trains. There were other oddities. If you listened carefully outside the waiting room at remote Masbury station you might discern the strains of ‘Praise my Soul, the King of Heaven’ as the porter played the harmonium at Sunday evening services there. The community surrounding little Shoscombe and Single Hill Halt was still inaccessible to buses until 1966, and for thirty-six years you would have found the Misses Tapper, later Mrs Beeho and Mrs Chivers, ready for a chinwag in the booking office, which they ran like a community centre.

But somehow there was more to the S&D than another secondary railway marooned in yokel world. There was always that dash of quinine, that twist of lime that gave the railway its distinctive flavour. The liveries, for instance, were among the smartest of any railway in Britain, with engines and carriages alike painted in smart Prussian blue lined out in gold, contrasting with polished brass set off with a smart crest and scarlet buffer blocks. The staff meanwhile turned out in snazzy green corduroy.

Unusual among country railways, the S&D had its own dedicated express train – although the description is something of a misnomer, since the famous Pines Express, carrying holidaymakers from the Midlands and the north, took more than seven hours for the 248½-mile journey from Manchester to Bournemouth. Named in 1927 after the pine trees that are said to lend the resort its health-giving air, the train meandered through Birmingham and Gloucester before joining the S&D at Bath, where the Mendips led to some spectacular displays of fire and steam from locomotives storming Masbury summit with their heavy loads. Who would want to change trains in London when you could go direct by the Pines Express?

Few engines were powerful enough to tackle this mighty train single-handed, and some astonishing locomotive combinations were turned out – unique on Britain’s railways. Here was a modern Southern Railway West Country Class Pacific bunkered up to an elderly ex-Midland Railway 4F freight engine of Victorian provenance, or perhaps a tiny Edwardian 4-4-0 locomotive of a type which had mostly been consigned to museums. At the end of the 1950s there was a living cavalcade of British engineering history on view in all its glory for anyone who cared to spectate at the lineside on a summer Saturday morning. The locomotive department even threw into the mix the eleven distinctive 2-8-0 freight locomotives specially designed for the line by the Midland in 1914, which for years had trundled humble goods trains over the Mendip banks. Like the anthropomorphic creations of the Reverend W. Awdry’s Thomas books, these suddenly discovered fame on passenger services, outclassing engines half a century younger.

It was only at the very end that someone discovered an engine that could tackle these weighty summer passenger trains unaided. But the BR 9F 2-10-0 freight locomotives, built in the 1950s, arrived on the scene too late. The times were a-changing, as the motor factories of the Midlands churned out ever more affordable Austins, Morrises and Hillmans, and the final Pines over the S&D ran on  8 September 1962 – appropriately in the charge of 9F 2-10-0 Evening Star, the last steam locomotive built by British Railways and resplendent in green passenger livery. Subsequently rerouted via Oxford, the Pines lingered on for another five years, but its glory was gone.

By this time the long slow loss of the S&D’s identity had become inexorable. The winding down of the north Somerset coalfield, which at one time had produced 200,000 tons a year, was a major factor in its decline. In 1973 the field would close completely, like the S&D before it. Although the line had retained some autonomy after 1923, when Britain’s railways were grouped into four big companies, the Prussian-blue locomotives were painted over with unlined black and the brilliant coaches covered in a rather drab Southern Railway green. The S&D locomotive works at Highbridge was shut, and new-fangled road vehicles steadily ate into the market for transporting milk and farm goods. Although the long-distance passenger services prospered after nationalisation in 1948, the outlook for local trains was bleak. The service to Burnham and to the cathedral city of Wells was withdrawn on 29 October 1951, the Wells branch latterly carrying a grand total of six passengers a day.

There was a bittersweet poignancy to the celebration of the railway’s centenary in 1954, since, in their hearts, everyone knew that a way of life that had lasted so long was nearly at an end. More than 100 of the 250 living descendants of founder James Clark, many of them still employed by the family firm, travelled on a special train from Glastonbury bearing 800 people. Some were in period costume, bewhiskered and crinolined. The driver and fireman were bearded and bowler-hatted. The sun shone, the drinks flowed and a jolly time was had by all. But a dozen years later the Somerset & Dorset would be dead and gone.

Further life was sucked out of the line when British Railways Western Region took over in 1963, rationalising services even more. Many said this was final revenge by functionaries up at Paddington for the deal done with the Midland behind the old Great Western’s back the previous century. Cynics predicted the S&D was condemned to become a withered arm of the Western Region – a moribund and hopelessly uneconomic branch line. They were right. And so the scene was set for the fall of Beeching’s axe.

As closure loomed, official sabotage became the order of the day. Freight trains were diverted and maintenance was abandoned. Weeds ran riot on the tracks and in the flower beds of once immaculate platforms. Locomotives plodded on with minimum repairs, and when they failed they were scrapped. Timetables were made as inconvenient as possible. As Kenneth Hudson reported in 1965 in the BBC programme How to Kill a Railway, ‘Utterly meaningless connections continued to feed non-existent passengers into a “ghost” Pines Express’ long after the train was discontinued. The inevitable closure was announced for 3 January 1966  – a catastrophe for communities along the line but also for the railwaymen who for generations had given years of loyal service.

Emotions ran high, and angry staff took matters into their own hands. On New Year’s Day a farewell rail tour double-headed by two big Class 8F locomotives was brought to a halt by the signals at Binegar. The crew stepped down into the frosty darkness to encounter local signalman Ernie Cross, standing resolutely between the tracks and brandishing a statement which he flourished in front of the cameras of the assembled press. But his one-man protest against the ‘vicious attitude’ of railway managers was futile. Although the closure was delayed by the failure of a replacement bus to materialise, it was ruthlessly pushed through just weeks later.

The end couldn’t have been more dispiriting. The last weekend of 5 and 6 March was for the railway’s historian Robin Atthill ‘a traumatic experience for all who had worked on the line or lived near it and loved it’. As the line played out its final hours 111 years after its birth, it was not just the last call for the Somerset & Dorset, but the end of steam in the West Country, and for many it signified something even more profound – the extinguishing for ever of all that was romantic about the railways of Britain.

In a bid to cling on to the final elusive moments two thousand people travelled over the line aboard chartered specials pursued by streams of cars through the byways of Somerset and Dorset. ‘Every bridge, every cutting,’ Atthill reported, ‘was manned with onlookers who had made the most complicated cross-country journeys and infiltrated into the most impossible lanes to reach a bridge or crossing.’

The fields were black with figures rushing across country bearing cameras and tripods and tape recorders to get their pictures of the two burnished green Southern Pacifics on perhaps the grandest special ever to run on the railway. The locomotives spouted columns of fire into the darkening sky as they breasted the 1:50 gradient up to Masbury summit. By contrast, the last of the service trains, one carrying a coffin, wheezed with the weight of the hordes bidding their farewells. Some wondered whether, in their run-down state, the filthy and clapped-out locomotives would even make it to the end of the day. 

Many other devotees had already said their private farewells. ‘I had made my own last journey earlier in the week,’ Atthill recorded, ‘on an afternoon of brilliant sunshine and sharp showers. At almost every station there were old friends finishing their last week’s work; dead engines filled the siding at Bath; in the shedmaster’s office, the portrait of Alfred Whitaker [the old locomotive superintendent] still glowered from the wall; soon after four o’clock a porter moved along the platform with a long pole, turning up the gas lights.’ Within days the line would be snuffed out. No longer slow and dirty but sabotaged and defeated.

Charmed it may have been during its lifetime, but how do we explain the modern magic of the S&D, which remains the most fabled of railways half a century after it closed. This Delphi of railway enthusiasm, this holy grail for gricers, has a lure at least as strong as its grander contemporaries such as the Settle & Carlisle or West Highland Line, which were saved from closure and are still alive today. If anything, its spiritual power grows more alluring as its physical presence crumbles ever more relentlessly into the landscape – whittled away irreversibly by the elements. The Somerset & Dorset Joint Railway dead captures the imagination as potently as when it was alive, inspiring countless hundreds of articles in railway journals and with at least six preservation societies devoted to its resurrection in some form. At the last reckoning the Somerset & Dorset Heritage website listed fifty-five current titles about the line for sale. Surviving artefacts have found themselves in the auction room stratosphere, with a Bath Green Park ‘totem’ station sign under the hammer for more than £5,000 at the end of 2014.

Perhaps the key lies in that it outlived many of its rivals and that its demise coincided with the vast swell of nostalgia that came to a climax as the Beeching closures were implemented, symbolising the end of an era for the country railway and the age of timelessness and lost innocence it seemed to represent. Then there were all those lovely station names, just reeking of Olde England: Corfe Mullen, Shillingstone, Blandford Forum, Sturminster Newton, Shepton Mallet, Midsomer Norton, Edington Burtle – and of course Glastonbury with its eternal lure.

The mood was captured by the comic duo Michael Flanders and Donald Swann with their song ‘Slow Train’ in 1963 – an elegy for the lost world of the country railway – whose opening lyrics ran, ‘No more will I go from Blandford Forum and Mortehoe/ On the slow train from Midsomer Norton to Mumby Road’.

In the same year Poet Laureate John Betjeman made a classic BBC film – Branch Line Railway – about a Somerset & Dorset journey, filmed in grainy black and white and tinged with his characteristic note of melancholy. Riding the train to Burnham in his battered homburg and shabby raincoat, he eulogised, ‘Forget motor cars. Get rid of anxiety. And here to the rhythm of the Somerset & Dorset Joint Railway dream again that ambitious Victorian dream which caused this long railway still to be running through deepest, quietest, flattest, remotest, least spoilt Somerset.’

The image was burnished too by a gloriously eccentric amateur photographer called Ivo Peters, scion of the family soap-making business, who spent the post-war years chasing up and down the line in his beloved 4.25-litre Mark IV Bentley with his elderly medium-format camera. Peters produced one of the finest-ever picture portfolios of railways in the landscape – endowing the iconography of the Somerset & Dorset with an enduring lustre. Fittingly, after he died in 1989 his ashes were scattered on Masbury summit.

Nor must we overlook that other important ingredient in the S&D mix – the nostalgic power of the childhood seaside holiday, with its capacity to bathe memory in a veneer of sunshine that never quite fades. I recall as a teenager in the 1960s escaping the tedium of a Bournemouth boarding-house holiday with my parents with a trip along the S&D from Bournemouth West to Evercreech Junction. It was an undistinguished journey behind a dirty British Railways Standard tank engine at the end of its functioning life, but I can summon with total recall the shaft of sun through the compartment window in which the dust rising from the ancient seats seemed to do a dance as the brilliant summer light shimmered through the line-side trees.

Some other essential elements may be stirred into the alchemy. There have been few railways in England where heavy expresses were worked so hard over such difficult terrain. Unlike many comparable railways in their declining years, the line stayed purely steam-operated to the end, unpolluted in the minds of enthusiasts by the new diesels that heralded the coming era of standardisation. And right up to closure, as Betjeman’s charming film showed, the railway was a perfect period piece. There would be a coal fire burning in the waiting room at Evercreech Junction, and in spring a bowl of primroses always graced the beeswaxed Victorian table.

There was no better way, as one writer put it, to escape into the Victorian era than to spend a winter’s afternoon at Bath Green Park station. So perfect was the atmosphere that on the day closure was announced it was being used as a set for a film of Robert Louis Stevenson’s comedy The Wrong Box, the consummate stand-in for a Victorian London terminus.

The mood still abounds, as I enjoy the coolness of the old station after my long walk along the trackbed on my way back from Combe Down Tunnel and beyond. The Green Park buildings have been preserved, and the elegant sixty-six-foot arched roof now doubles up as a shelter for the car park of the Sainsbury’s supermarket built in the old goods yard. This was always an airy and elegant station, with its imposing booking hall and grand Victorian lavatories. Aesthetes claim its handsome classical facade of Bath stone makes a far more fitting contribution to the city’s architectural landscape than the Jacobean gables and mullions of Brunel’s Great Western main-line station along the road, although the short platforms were unpopular with trainspotters, who could find their coveted quarry out of sight at the front of long summer trains.

These days the old booking office is a restaurant, while chic shops reflecting the laid-back image of modern Bath occupy the old platform offices. I’m desperately thirsty after my trek over the track, but instead of a greasy railway buffet cuppa I can choose from a vast range of exotic beverages, including an ‘Indian roadside tea’ or a ‘quenching coconut juice’. I select the latter from the organic juice bar in what was once the station tea room – where once the smell of boiled cabbage might have predominated. But stop! Hark for a moment … Is that hissing coming from the cappuccino machine? Or is that the engine at the head of the afternoon train? All stations to Midford, Masbury and Midsomer Norton. Destination: the mists of time.




Chapter Two

Final ticket for the boat train

The exotic life and death of the Night Ferry from Victoria to the Continent, haunt of spies, diplomats, starlets and sultans. Even in today’s Eurostar era, its memory stands proud as Britain’s only truly international train.

[image: Image Missing]

WHO-OO-OSH! OUR EUROSTAR train – all 800 high-tech tons of it and three quarters of a mile long – accelerates like a rocket out of London’s St Pancras. Motors whirring, it shoots out from underneath Sir William Barlow’s great arched roof, and before long we’re flashing through the outer fringes of east London. We’re over the Dartford Crossing in a trice and soon the orchards of Kent pass by at 186 mph in a blur of apple blossom. A delicious meal is in prospect, provisioned by Waitrose, the official caterer to the English middle classes. Could there be a more desirable way to get to Paris than aboard this marvel of high-speed rail technology – fast, efficient, super-smooth, connecting the capitals of England and France in just over two hours? And with all the comforts of Middle England.

But for all the slickness, there’s something indefinable missing. Aboard these silky Class 373 Eurostar trains it’s easy to nod off – no more perfect opportunity than in the blackness of the Channel Tunnel. Suddenly I’m dreaming, but not about tackling a modern, sustainably produced meal in the minimalist Philippe Starck decor of the 20.06 to Paris; instead I’m far away, having polished off a splendid silver-service supper on a starched white tablecloth in an elegant dining car heading for an exotic foreign city.

In this journey of dreams, we had sauntered down Platform 2 at Victoria to take the 10 p.m. Paris train. We’d perhaps already enjoyed a Tom Collins in the American Bar at the Savoy before indulging in a snifter at the station’s Grosvenor Hotel. The supper prepared by a French chef in the restaurant car, washed down with champagne and claret, was exquisite. As for the company, it seemed both mysterious and glamorous – surely that chap with the distinctive dark-haired lady at the next table in the dining car can’t be the Duke of Windsor? That swarthy fellow whispering conspiratorially to his companion – he looks uncannily like a cre-ation of Ian Fleming.

Never mind – it’s time for bed and the short walk along the corridor to a cosy berth, where the black-gloved conductor asks if sir or madam needs anything else, before we slip between crisp white cotton sheets. Faintly, amid our dreams, in the middle of the night there are some clanks and clangs and what sounds like the moan of a steamship’s hooter and the soothing slap of waves on a shore. Though the train appears curiously to have stopped, we feel ourselves being rocked ever so gently back to sleep.

We awake to a timpani of thuds, rattles and clangs, along with a hiss of steam. There’s a plaintive sigh of escaping air from the rattling brake system and we emerge, with
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