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‘Millions of Spiritual Creatures walk the Earth Unseen, both when we wake and when we sleep.’


John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book IV





The ultimate mystery of life is what happens to us when we die. Is the vital spark, the soul that makes each of us unique individuals, simply snuffed out to be followed rapidly by the decay of our physical parts? Most of us are uncomfortable with the idea that the world with which we are so familiar continues after we die and, in particular, that it will cope perfectly well without us. How much better to hope or believe that there is indeed an afterlife? Such a possibility is, however, viewed by most of us with a mixture of awe, trepidation and downright fear.


Many of the world’s religions are preoccupied with the question of the continued existence of our souls after physical death. Indeed some religions teach that the earthly life is merely a preparation for the next, and that, when we die, we will have to account to the Deity for what we have done with our lives. Such religions have created elaborate codes of rights and wrongs which we ignore literally at our peril.


Most religions have created destinations for the souls of the departed. In the case of Christianity this is Heaven, the place where the righteous and good go and enjoy an idyllic existence for ever-after, and Hell, a state of perpetual nastiness for those who have devoted themselves to a life of sin. Some Christians believe in a third destination known as Purgatory. This is where souls undertake a process of being tried and tested until a decision is reached as to whether they should be elevated to Heaven or consigned to Hell.


If it is believed that human souls live on after the death of their material parts, it is only a small step to visualise the dead returning to the world of the living under certain circumstances. In many cultures it is thought that the dead yearn to return to the scene of their earthly lives and that they bitterly resent and envy those who they left behind who are still alive. The soul therefore returns, often angry and seeking revenge on someone who it perhaps believed wronged it while it was still alive. If, for example, its life was ended by murder, perhaps it wants to settle the hash of the murderer. There may be all sorts of other reasons why it wants to make its feelings known to the still-living.


On occasions the soul is apparently a trifle confused, but it appears to want to sort out some things that were left unresolved or otherwise unsatisfactory when its owner died. Perhaps it objects to the manner and place of its burial. Equally the soul may return if its physical remains are disturbed or treated with a lack of respect. It may return to provide someone living with a warning concerning their behaviour or perhaps to tell them of an impending disaster. A prime time for a ghostly reappearance in the land of the living is on the anniversary of a person’s death. Again, if any of this is to be believed, the ghost sometimes returns out of curiosity, simply to check on how affairs are being conducted in its absence. Some ghosts seem intent on returning to resume the habitual activities they undertook while still alive. Yet others act as if they want to seek atonement for the sins they committed while they were living. When it manifests itself on its return, the soul is said to be a ghost. Manifestations attributed to ghosts have both fascinated and frightened humans since the dawn of mankind.


There are many ways in which ghosts make themselves known. They may be seen or heard, although more often people claim that they have ‘sensed’ their activity or presence rather than anything more tangible. Perhaps they have smelt the stench of bodily corruption or experienced a sudden and literally chilling fall in the temperature around them. Unexplained footfalls; items removed or rearranged without apparent human agency; disembodied sighs, cries and groans; things that go bump in the night. Some people claim to have caught images of paranormal entities or activity on film, but the authenticity of such images is often disputed.


All these and a host of other unexplained phenomena feature in the continuous flow of reports made by people who claim to have had encounters with ghosts or other supernatural phenomena. Many of these people are not naturally suggestible, are not attention-seekers and may even be positively stolid and unimaginative. Some were frankly sceptical about anything to do with the paranormal before they had such an experience. In most circles a person talking about seeing ghosts is likely to invite ridicule. Being the butt of mockery makes most people feel uncomfortable. For this reason it is likely that many unexplained phenomena go unreported and therefore unpublicised.


Some of the following stories are of what might be called ‘serial hauntings’, where apparently the same ghostly activity is repeated in or around the same place. Other activities seem to be more of a one-off. Perhaps the ghost has completed the purpose for which it came back and, having no further business in the everyday world, returned whence it came. No one has ever been able to give a fully satisfactory explanation of why ghosts can apparently make their presence known to some people but not to others in the same place and at the same time. The ghosts may not even be the returning spirits of humans. Ghostly phenomena associated with cats, dogs and horses, for example, have also been reported.


Children’s fictional stories may have ghosts covered in white sheets, rattling chains and emitting screeching noises. In adult fiction the ghosts are generally more subdued or understated. In the works of that doyen of ghost story writers, M.R. James, the ghosts are little more than hints or suggestions. In spite of being so understated, they are capable of being extraordinarily menacing and malevolent. Truly the icy finger tracing out the spine.


Ghostly phenomena continue to exert a perennial interest even in a modern world dominated by the apparent rationalities of science and technology and a largely secular world deeply imbued with scepticism and cynicism. Each year priests carry out innumerable exorcisms in all seriousness intended to bring peace to the living and repose to the spirits of the dead.


Something atavistic, a vestigial sixth sense, can cause the hair to rise on the back of the neck at certain times and in certain places. Frissons of unease developing into fear may cause a rash of goose pimples for reasons we simply cannot explain. While we do not really like being spooked in real life, we love scary stories and most of us enjoy being comfortably scared. Ghosts are big business. Fictional ghost stories, ghost walks, films and documentaries about the paranormal have never been more popular. Spiritualism and psychic research are going strong and still trying to obtain the incontrovertible evidence that will sink the sceptics once and for all. Ghosts remain as much a part of popular culture as they were in the Middle Ages.


Do ghosts exist? If so, what are they? Do they have any objective existence or are they simply the product of superstitious minds, personal suggestibility or overheated imaginations? If we accept the claims of serious people that they have had experiences of a paranormal kind, what was it that they actually saw, heard or otherwise sensed? Isn’t there a commonsense or perfectly mundane explanation for most or all of these phenomena? Even if we do not wish to probe too deeply into these questions, most of us can still appreciate a spooky story or movie or can keenly anticipate jumping out of our skins at the appropriate moment on a ghost walk. They are part of the rich and fascinating tapestry of fact, folklore, myth and legend. There are even serious academic studies written on the subject, such as the very readable The Haunted: A Social History of Ghosts, by Owen Davies, published in 2007.


One theory of haunting is that ghostly phenomena are a kind of spiritual film, a force generated in places where deeds of violence or great emotional upheavals have taken place. An energy is released which replicates at least some of the sights and sounds of these powerful events. This energy then allows the re-enactment of these events to be experienced from time to time by the still-living, or at least by those apparently receptive to paranormal or psychic phenomena. If there is any substance to this theory, it does account for the disappearance of some habitual or long-established haunting phenomena. The highly charged emotional ether simply dissipates over time.


If you ask people what kinds of places they expect to be haunted, they would probably include ‘Gothic’ semi-derelict mansions; the crypts used as charnel houses or bone-holes in some ancient churches; churchyards; hoary ivy-clad old ruins; dark and dingy castle dungeons; crossroads where gibbets used to display the mortal remains of executed highwaymen; and also the local ‘lover’s leap’, the scene of years of tragic suicides provoked by the miseries of unrequited love. To some extent such scenes are clichés. The spiritual film idea, if it has any plausibility, helps to explain why the locations where ghostly activity is reported are often much more mundane. While railway locations such as tunnels, the overgrown formation of long-abandoned lines and closed stations in particular do seem to provide ideal scenarios for paranormal comings and goings, reports often come from everyday places such as level crossings, signal boxes, station footbridges and even the interior of well-occupied railway carriages.


We believe that some honestly presented reports of strange phenomena have unknown but entirely simple and everyday explanations. People subjected to experiences involving extreme emotions such as terror may not be reliable witnesses. Some reports are made by people seeking attention and publicity – a few days of capricious celebrity. Other reports are the work of deliberate hoaxes or sometimes of people who have allowed their imaginations to run away with them. With the stories mentioned in this book, we believe that the people involved genuinely experienced or sensed something odd. What that might be is not easily explained, and, of course, may not have been anything to do with the paranormal. We want to let the stories do the talking and we try to provide some historical background and railway detail as appropriate.


The railways of Britain cannot be seen in isolation. They were both a product of and a major contributor to the complex set of interacting economic and social developments which historians conveniently call the Industrial Revolution. This was the starting point of the modern world. The railways, in conjunction with the electric telegraph which was developed as an aid to safety, initiated the revolution in high-speed communication and transmission of information which continues to this very day. Of the early railways, the most significant was almost certainly the Liverpool & Manchester, opened in 1830. This joined two of the north’s most important cities, was designed to use steam locomotives from the start and was soon bringing real economic benefits to the industrialists of south Lancashire and Merseyside. It also had one almost totally unexpected effect – it showed that there was a market for people to travel just for the sheer pleasure of travelling.
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A tunnel ghost? Or a little photographic sleight of hand?








Right from their inception, the railways elicited mixed responses from the public. Some regarded the steam locomotive as a frightening fiery devil, it and the iron road it ran on being unwelcome intruders into the placid English countryside, while others were fearful of its speed, of its lofty viaducts and especially its baleful tunnels. There were those, however, who found railways exciting for bringing places which had been distant closer together and for opening up opportunities for travel and adventure.


Any train, especially a steam train, takes on a more mysterious and romantic aura after dark, and many of the stories which follow are about experiences that occurred at night. Surprisingly, perhaps, there are relatively few good ‘factual’ railway ghost stories, given the social, cultural and wider impact of the railways. We have produced a selection of these, but omitted many where the phenomena described have been the same or very similar to the ones we have chosen, and we make no claim to providing a comprehensive guide to such tales or for an even geographical spread. Tunnels and signal boxes feature extensively, as do many level-crossings. Did the crossing-keeper go by the name of Charon?


We will leave this introduction with the words embossed on a cast-iron notice of the Great Northern Railway near Stafford, on its branch line from Derby and Uttoxeter. It was to be observed by engine drivers, and it read: ‘Whistle at Cemetery Crossing’.
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The Stories
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BUCKINGHAMSHIRE



High Wycombe


The first railway at High Wycombe was the Wycombe Railway, opened in 1854 from Maidenhead via Bourne End. It was leased to the Great Western Railway (GWR) and extended in 1862 through Princes Risborough to Thame, and later to Oxford. Subsequent lines gave High Wycombe direct services to Banbury, Leamington and Birmingham on the GWR, to Rugby and points north via Ashendon Junction and Brackley, by courtesy of the Great Central Railway, and to Paddington via Beaconsfield over the line of the Great Western & Great Central Joint. The line through High Wycombe is still operational.


One night a railwayman had been having a drink or two with friends in a pub close to High Wycombe Station. Tearing himself away from the convivial company, he made for the station to catch a late train home to Beaconsfield. There were few people about at this time of the night, the station was quiet and the platform for his train was completely deserted when he got there. He had a few minutes to spare before the train was due. He then heard footsteps crunching along the ballast at track level. They approached and passed close by with no one visible to make the crunching! He heard the distinctive sound retreating into the distance, only to stop abruptly when some other passengers arrived on the platform. His train ran in and soon deposited him at Beaconsfield. He was not drunk nor was he given to flights of imagination but it was a puzzled and confused man who made his way home that night.


He often used High Wycombe Station and he knew several of the staff there. He hadn’t been at all frightened by the strange invisible footsteps, but he couldn’t get the experience out of his mind. He had little time for notions about ghosts and spooks and prided himself on being rational and level-headed. The next time he was there he mentioned what he had heard to one of the ticket collectors. This man didn’t bat an eyelid. He and several other members of staff had heard the same disembodied footsteps. From time to time when the station was quiet, footsteps marched up to a particular door, and when the railway worker inside opened it, there was no one there. The men who had these experiences all thought a ghost was responsible but, oddly, none of them had ever felt frightened. After this, our man from Beaconsfield was never quite so adamant that ghosts were all products of the fevered imagination.


CAMBRIDGESHIRE



Conington


Conington is a small village, little more than a hamlet, and is close to the Great North Road about seven miles south of Peterborough. The very fine parish church of All Saints is some distance from the village and it possesses an especially magnificent west tower from about 1500 which can be seen, embowered in trees to the west, by travellers on the East Coast Main Line. Conington Crossing is something over a mile east of the church. It has the reputation of being haunted.


In March 1948 a light engine on the main line hit a lorry carrying German prisoners-of-war on this crossing. They were being taken to work on local fenland farms, and the accident which led to six of them dying happened at seven in the morning, on one of those days of dense fog that used to be so characteristic of this area. Later in 1948 an eminent citizen of Peterborough had been shooting in the fens with a companion, and he was killed instantly when his large and distinctive black Chrysler car was hit by an express train as it made its way over the crossing. On this occasion the visibility was excellent.


These two accidents followed any number of hair-raising narrow escapes over the previous decades, and a few fatalities. The road over the crossing was a very minor one which led to little more than a handful of farms, and traffic was very light. However, there was at that time no signal box to control the crossing and users had to open and close the gates as well as to get themselves across, exercising extreme vigilance because of the frequency and the speed of trains at this point. Unfortunately, users of the crossing were not always as careful as they needed to be and they sometimes took undue risks or forgot to close the gates after them. Footplate men on the locomotives that worked this stretch of line hated the place which had gained the reputation of being a serious danger spot. Pressure developed and eventually British Railways built a signal box to control the crossing.


Conington Crossing is remote, quiet and lonely. A shift at the new box, especially the shift between ten at night and six the next morning, was no sinecure. Trains were frequent, although people or vehicles wishing to cross the line were few. What made working the box such a challenge were the strange occurrences recorded by the signalmen. It didn’t help that bitter winds howled across the fens, ‘straight from Siberia’, as they say in those parts, and they made the gates and other items of equipment rattle in a disturbing way. Several signalmen reported the appearance of a large black limousine, clearly waiting to cross the line. When they went to open the gates, however, the car vanished. This weird and irritating event happened several times. The car did not restrict its appearance just to the hours of darkness; when it turned up during the day it still waited for the gates to be opened, but disappeared as soon as the signalmen went to do so. All were agreed that this was the black Chrysler which, with its occupant, had returned to the scene of the fatality. This spectral car was unnerving enough in its own right, but the local word was that the crossing was also haunted by the ghosts of the German prisoners-of-war. Some signalmen refused to work the box, especially on the night shift.


Conington Crossing is still there with or without its ghouls and spectres but the signal box was closed and demolished in conjunction with the establishment of a high-tech signalling centre at Peterborough in the 1970s. To this day, few people who know the area will volunteer to hang around at Conington Crossing, especially after dark.


Peterborough


In 1945 a married couple who lived in North London decided to visit relatives who lived in Newcastle-on-Tyne. The war was over and people just wanted things to get back to normal as quickly as possible. Many of the restrictions on travelling had been lifted, but the railway system was sorely run-down. Maintenance work had taken a back seat in the attempt simply to keep the vastly increased number of trains moving that were needed to support the war effort. Part of getting back to normal was to visit faraway relations, something that had been more-or-less impossible for the duration of the war.


The couple were not fond of train travel and so were looking forward somewhat glumly to the journey, expecting the train to be dirty, late and overcrowded. This had inevitably become almost the norm over the previous few years. They were therefore pleasantly surprised when they got to King’s Cross not only to find their train with ease but to get seats in an otherwise unoccupied compartment. The train itself seemed reasonably clean, even to their somewhat jaundiced eyes. Not for them the pleasures of watching the moving scene as the train, headed by a Gresley A3 4–6–2, steamed northwards. They had bought a pile of newspapers at W.H. Smith to relieve the tedium of the journey.


Serried ranks of tall brickyard chimneys and a sulphurous smell indicated that the train was approaching Peterborough, its first booked stop. The train drew to a halt, there was some activity on the platform and passengers were walking up and down the side corridor. The compartment door slid open and an elderly lady entered carrying a sizeable wicker basket. She smiled at the couple and then sat down without saying a word. Her appearance had quite an effect on both husband and wife, although it was the wife who took in the details of the newcomer’s appearance most keenly. The newcomer was dressed from head to toe in black. Her clothes were elegant and clearly of the highest quality. However, she was a walking anachronism! Every inch of her gave the impression of a prosperous Victorian lady of fashion. She looked very composed as she sat in the opposite corner, her face partly obscured by the brim of her sumptuous hat.


Grantham was the next stop and the train halted long enough for locomotives to be changed. The man decided he had time to get some tea from the refreshment room and he bought three cups – it was a kind thought that perhaps their new travelling companion might appreciate something to drink. He returned to the compartment and offered her one of the cups, which she took with a smile but, perhaps strangely, without saying anything.


Further calls were made at Doncaster, York and Darlington, but no one disturbed the silence in the compartment. Husband and wife continued to read the papers or to doze fitfully. The woman sat motionless, eyes closed. Every so often the man would peek at her. He didn’t know exactly what it was but there was definitely something odd about her – odd, that is, apart from the outdated fashion she sported. As the magnificent cathedral at Durham came into view, standing with the castle as its companion on the great rocky bluff above the River Wear, it was clear that this was where the woman was intending to leave the train. The man, ever gentlemanly, slid back the door for her and gestured that he would carry her basket. She smiled graciously, but without speaking, and stepped down onto the platform. The basket was strangely light, given its size. He handed it to her whereupon she spoke for the first time. ‘I wish you many happy years,’ she said. Having uttered these slightly enigmatic words, she vanished into thin air! Who was the lady in black who got on the train at Peterborough, sat in the compartment of the East Coast Main Line train and alighted at Durham that day in 1945?


Soham


On 2 June 1944, the 00.15 special freight train from Whitemoor to Earls Colne was travelling along the line from Ely to Fordham, approaching the small fenland town of Soham at around 03.00 a.m. Driver Gimbert, aboard a W.D. 2-8-0, looked back and noticed that the wagon behind the tender was on fire. The train’s payload consisted of bombs! Thinking quickly, but not panicking, Gimbert slowed the train and instructed fireman Nightfall to climb down and uncouple the wagon that was alight. This he did, and when he regained the footplate, locomotive and blazing wagon were moved forward. The Soham signalman was standing on the platform and Gimbert told him that he intended to haul the wagon into a cutting just ahead where the force of any detonation, if one happened, would be at least slightly reduced. No sooner had he informed the signalman to this effect than an enormous explosion occurred. The wagon was reduced to matchwood, the locomotive severely damaged as it was blown off the rails, Fireman Nightfall was killed instantly, the signalman received injuries from which he died shortly afterwards and the 18-stone Gimbert was propelled through the air for a distance of 200 yards, sustaining serious but not life-threatening injuries.
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Soham Station. This neat little station disappeared in the explosion.








There is no question that had Gimbert and Nightfall not taken the action they did, the entire train might have blown up and Soham would have been obliterated. As it was, almost every window in the town was broken and nearly every house received some damage. For their heroism Gimbert and Nightfall received well-deserved George Crosses, that for Nightfall unfortunately being posthumous. Their valour was recognised decades later when each of the men had a Class 47 diesel locomotive named after him.


It has been claimed that part of this drama is re-enacted in ghost form annually on the anniversary of the Soham Explosion. A steam locomotive hauling a freight train arrives at Soham from the Ely direction and is then detached. The apparition ends by simply fading away. Fortunately the explosion is not re-enacted. The line through Soham is still operational, although the station closed many years ago.


Yarwell Tunnel


The attractive stone-built village of Yarwell is in Northamptonshire, but Yarwell Railway Tunnel is in Cambridgeshire. The tunnel was on a long branch line to Peterborough from Blisworth, on what became known as the West Coast Main Line. This cross-country route served Northampton, Wellingborough, Thrapston and Oundle. The line was built by the London & Birmingham Railway and opened to passenger traffic in June 1845 and goods traffic in December of that year. This was unusual. Usually lines opened for goods traffic before receiving official approval to run passenger trains.


The tunnel is over 600 yards long and provided a variety of problems during its construction. Conditions on the railway construction sites would have driven today’s health and safety officials apoplectic. Deaths occurred among the navvies and labourers employed on the works. Some may have resulted from drunken brawls out of working hours. It was by no means unknown, however, for the navvies to work while inebriated. They did the hardest and most skilled work, and it was part of their laddish culture to take risks and cut corners. Doing so when drunk, of course, only made the dangers worse.


Whether it was the ghosts of the navvies making their presence felt we will never know, but men involved in maintenance work in the tunnel over the years told stories of the strange noises they heard. These included what sounded like fights, cries of pain, groans and various unidentifiable sounds. They made the tunnel an unpleasant place in which to be alone, although fortunately they usually did their work in small gangs. Also inexplicable was the disappearance of tools and pieces of equipment that would have been of little use to anyone else. A new piece of track laid on one particular day was found the following day having apparently been tampered with overnight. Many of the wooden keys strengthening the joint between the rails and the iron chairs spiked to the sleepers had been removed. This would have made the track unstable and could have led to an accident.


When work was being carried out on the track in the tunnel, it was customary to post lookouts at both entrances to give warning of an approaching train. On one occasion a gang was busy in the tunnel when a freight train rushed in, despite the fact that no warning had been given. Fortunately there were no injuries, but the men were somewhat shaken by the experience and they rather indignantly wanted to know why the lookout apparently hadn’t been doing his job properly. They found him lying by the side of the track, uninjured but unconscious. When he came round he told the others that he had received a stunning blow on the head which knocked him out. This was puzzling because a doctor called to the scene could see no evidence of a blow. Equally puzzling was the fact that the lookout’s equipment was also missing.


Wansford Station is not far from the eastern end of the tunnel. A past stationmaster used to carry out his duties almost always accompanied by his cat, Snowy. One early evening Snowy very unusually couldn’t be found when it was time for his dinner. Having waited for an hour or so, the stationmaster decided to have a look at all the places where he knew that the cat liked to go. One of these was the tunnel, and the stationmaster entered, calling out Snowy’s name. The man was near retirement and had become somewhat deaf, and unfortunately he was struck down by a train and killed. Snowy never reappeared. Since the tragedy, a cat answering Snowy’s description has been seen on occasions mewing pathetically at the entrance to the tunnel of ill-repute. Or is it the ghost of Snowy?
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Chester Station looking north. Nearby on the left stood a lead works. An employee there was killed on the railway and his ghost returned to stalk the works until they were demolished and houses built on the site.








Passenger services through the tunnel on the Northampton to Peterborough route ceased on 2 May 1964 and those from Rugby to Peterborough finished in June 1966. Ironstone trains to Nassington ceased from December 1970 and vestigial freight services as far as Oundle on the Northampton line ended in 1972. However, all was not lost; the eastern end of the line from Peterborough eventually became the Nene Valley Railway, a heritage line unusual in that its loading gauge allows it to operate continental rolling stock. Trains began to run through the tunnel on a regular basis again in 1984.


CORNWALL



Bodmin Road


The landowners around Bodmin and the citizens of that town did not exactly welcome the proposal that their town should be an early addition to the burgeoning railway network. The first schemes therefore came to naught, and it was not until 1874 that the Cornwall and West Cornwall railway companies proposed a branch from Bodmin Road on the main line from Plymouth to the west of Cornwall. When they discovered that the route proposed would require a lengthy and expensive tunnel they lost interest. However, when the London & South Western Railway Co. declared that it had Bodmin in its sights, the GWR – which had by now absorbed the two earlier companies – suddenly found that it cared so much for the welfare of Bodmin that it proposed to build a line to the town as soon as possible. It obtained parliamentary approval for the line from Bodmin Road on a different alignment from that originally suggested. The first sod was cut on 26 April 1884, and the line opened in 1887.


The Great Western’s station at Bodmin was a fairly simple affair of the sort beloved by railway modellers. It and the rest of the branch led a quiet and unexceptional life, although an accident occurred close to Bodmin Road Station in 1903. A platelayer called Bricknell was in charge of two small trolleys loaded with old sleepers. They got out of control on a slight down gradient because a sudden heavy shower meant that the brakesticks he and his colleagues were using became completely ineffective. The trolleys collided and Bricknell was crushed to death. The coroner at the inquest made some acerbic comments about the GWR’s safety arrangements, or, rather, the lack of them.


It was not long before the point at which the accident occurred gained the reputation of being haunted by a figure, described as being ghostly and ragged. It was both seen and heard by gangers walking the line during daylight hours and at dusk. It emitted ear-piercing screams of pain. Few who had this experience doubted that it was the ghost of the unfortunate Bricknell.
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Bodmin Road in the GWR days. Note the curious arrangement to get water from the tank to supply locomotives at the platform-end.











St Keyne


The Liskeard & Caradon Railway opened in 1844 from Moorswater to South Caradon, a line designed to tap into the rich copper deposits and the resources of granite in the Caradon area of south Cornwall. At Moorswater the loads were transhipped into boats on the Liskeard & Looe Union Canal which conveyed the material to ships at the harbour at Looe. As the amount of minerals and stone being transported built up, the canal company decided that a railway line linked to the Liskeard & Caradon would save one lot of transhipment, and the resulting railway opened in 1860. In 1879 passengers began to be conveyed from Moorswater to Looe. In 1901 a steeply graded and sharply curved connection was put in which allowed trains from Looe to serve Liskeard Station on the Plymouth to Penzance main line.


The branch from Liskeard to Looe is miraculously still open for passengers, and on Mondays to Fridays enjoys a service of nine trains in each direction with one less on a Saturday. The line passes very near St Keyne’s Well. This, in its delightful setting, is the source of several legends, but the main one, perhaps obviously, refers to St Keyne herself. She is supposed to have been one of twenty-six children fathered by the fifth-century Welsh King Brechan. Obviously a busy man, Brechan nevertheless must have found time to bring his offspring up well because no fewer than fifteen of them became saints, including, of course, Keverne herself. She was beautiful and a woman of the utmost probity who went round righting wrongs and performing miracles until the time came for her to retire. She chose a spot by the well and planted four trees there: a willow, an oak, an elm and an ash. Later, as she was dying, she blessed the well in verse as follows:






The quality that man or wife,


Whose chance or choice attains,


First of this sacred stream to drink,


Thereby the mastery gains.








Apparently the well became famous, at least in Cornwall, and many newly married couples would head for the well when the nuptials had ended, each hoping that by being the first to quaff a mouthful of its limpid waters, they would establish who wore the trousers in the marriage.


The poet Robert Southey (1774–1843) visited St Keyne’s Well and felt impelled to mark the occasion and the legend in verse. Part of it goes like this, his poetic comment being that of someone worldly-wise: 






I hasten’d as soon as the wedding was done,


And left my wife in the porch;


But I’ faith she had been wiser than me,


For she took a bottle to church.
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A neat but little-used halt. Its full name is St Keyne Wishing Well Halt, and it is a request stop on the Liskeard to Looe line. It all looks very tranquil by day, but ghost hunters have registered high levels of unexplained activity during the hours of darkness.








The custom certainly continued at least up to the twentieth century, and the story goes that one pair of newly-weds were on a Liskeard to Looe train heading to St Keyne. The young bride was so eager to get the upper-hand over the groom that she opened the carriage door before the train stopped, fell onto the line and broke her neck, dying instantly. This tragedy is thought by some to have imbued the halt and its surroundings with a mass of paranormal energy. Consequently, psychic investigators and ghost hunters have made many visits, usually at dead of night, and gathered much fascinating data. A young woman in a white bridal outfit is said to haunt the area around the well and the railway halt.


COUNTY DURHAM



Darlington, North Road Station


The Stockton & Darlington Railway was the first railway authorised by Parliament for the conveyance of goods and passenger traffic hauled by steam traction. This makes it of great historical importance despite the fact that few facilities were provided for passengers in its early years and that horses provided much of the traction. The line opened in 1825.


The S&D’s first passenger station in Darlington was situated close to the present North Road Station which opened in 1842. Back in the 1850s this station witnessed a striking manifestation of the paranormal. A watchman used to patrol the station and its surroundings, which included the nearby goods depot. This particular night was a cold one and, having done a patrol, the man went to a room in the cellar of the station for a drink and some snap. No sooner was he sitting down than he was aware that he had company. Without having made any noise in entering, a stranger and a black retriever dog were eying him up. They were uninvited, they were trespassing and there was something odd, even eerie, about their appearance. Not bothering to ask questions, the watchman jumped up, hoping that by doing so he might persuade the unwelcome duo to leave. When they didn’t he aimed a punch at the stranger. The watchman was a big and powerful man and the blow would have felled most mortals, but in this case it simply went through the figure in front of him and did so with such force that he injured his knuckles on the wall behind. By now he was aware that there was more to his visitors than met the eye, but his immediate thought that they were ghosts was modified somewhat when the stranger called out in pain and fell back as if the blow had landed on him fairly and squarely. As its master was going ‘Ow!’ the dog started to savage the watchman’s leg. However, the visitors must have decided that enough was enough and they went through a door into the adjacent coal cellar. His blood boiling at this interruption of his routine, the watchman followed them into the coal cellar, but they had disappeared, despite the door being the only means of entrance or exit. Probing a heap of coal to see if his adversaries were hiding seemed pretty pointless and so the watchman returned to the cellar and his unfinished tea. The whole bizarre episode had taken less than a minute. His leg was throbbing with pain but it was strange that when he rolled his trousers up to examine the damage the dog had done with its fangs, there wasn’t so much as a mark to be seen. What kind of a dog was it, he asked himself, which could cause such pain with no visible evidence?


The watchman, as the reader may have guessed, was no shrinking violet, and after work he was soon telling anyone who would listen about his nocturnal adventure. It was soon all over Darlington and, of course, there were some who thought he was just an attention-seeker. In the brouhaha brought about by his revelations, it was remembered that just a few years previously a railway clerk who was always accompanied at work by a black retriever had committed suicide in the same room where the watchman claimed to have encountered the apparitions. Some people accused him of having known this and used the information to get his moment in the limelight. Such taunts had no effect on the watchman, who never budged from his story.


Trains still call at North Road on their way to and from Darlington and Bishop Auckland. Most of what were the old station buildings are now occupied by the Darlington Railway Centre and Museum.
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Darlington North Road. The train-shed in pre-grouping days.








CUMBRIA



Lindal Moor


Lindal was a wayside station on the main line of the small but enterprising Furness Railway from Carnforth to Barrow. This part of the line used to be in Lancashire. Large amounts of haematite iron ore were extracted in the district around Lindal, which consequently was riddled with underground workings. To service these workings, Lindal Ore Sidings were constructed, and it was at these sidings that one of railway history’s most bizarre happenings occurred on 22 September 1892.


A Furness Railway goods engine, Class D1, No.115, nicknamed a ‘Sharpie’ after its builders, Messrs Sharp Stewart, was standing light engine in the sidings when suddenly there was an enormous rumbling sound and a huge crater opened up. The driver, Postlethwaite, and Fireman Robinson leapt for their lives as their 50-ton locomotive disappeared into the gaping hole. A break-down gang was summoned from Barrow and they managed to extricate the tender. Removing the locomotive was going to be a more difficult matter and so they returned to Barrow for their heavy lifting gear. Imagine their surprise when, on their return, the locomotive was nowhere to be seen! It is thought to have ended up about 200ft down in the honeycomb of subterranean workings from which ore had been extracted and which had so unexpectedly collapsed. It is still there, and local legend says that it is running on the Hades & District Underground Railway! Over the years there has been talk of recovering it. Now there’s a challenge for railway preservationists! No.115 is effectively sealed in below ground and is quite probably largely unaffected by rust and corrosion, although it is likely to be bearing the scars from its fall.


Mining subsidence in the Lowfield Pit, which had workings beneath the railway, was blamed for this freakish occurrence and the Furness Railway Co., aware that other tracks in the area ran over similar subterranean workings, quickly had them packed with old railway sleepers in an attempt to prevent a similar incident in the future. It was not until the spring of 1893 that normal working was resumed at Lindal. Mining continued in the area and it was only half jokingly that the men used to quip about the new safety hazard, steam locomotives falling through the roof!


The line through Lindal opened in 1851 and the station closed in 1951, exactly a century later. The line remains operational but only a practised eye would be able to identify that at one time there were extensive sidings at this point. The route from Carnforth westwards along the northern side of Morecambe Bay and on viaducts across the estuaries of the Rivers Leven and Kent is a scenic delight even if the waters of Morecambe Bay have virtually ceased to lap the promenade at Grange-over-Sands.


Maryport


West Cumbria is a strange but fascinating part of the UK. It is out on a limb, not really being on the way to anywhere. People going to and from Scotland head up the West Coast Main Line or the M6, while others visiting the beauties of the Lake District do just that, and consider that Workington, Whitehaven and Maryport have little to offer. To travel by train from Lancaster via Barrow to Carlisle requires patience and fortitude. There are a few through trains. They take over three and a half hours – otherwise the passenger has to change at Barrow, taking even longer. This is a journey replete with visual interest but, especially when undertaken in one of those abominations known as a ‘Pacer’, a diesel multiple-unit, it would only be a dyed-in-the-wool railway enthusiast who would consider doing it a second time.


West Cumbria has been and remains isolated, but it has a proud record of mining, industrial and maritime activity. Coal was extracted from outcropping seams near Whitehaven as early as the thirteenth century, but major exploitation of the district’s coal and iron ore resources began in the eighteenth century and reached a peak in the following century. The area was exceptionally hard-hit in the years between the two world wars, and subsequently went into a recession from which it would not be unfair to say that it has never fully recovered. There is still much poverty in West Cumbria.


Few places in the area were harder hit than Maryport. In the inter-war years, unemployment in Maryport on occasions went as high as 80 per cent of the population of working age. In its heyday huge amounts of coal were exported through the docks, and many small ocean-going ships were built in the mouth of the River Ellen. Proposals to place the town on the expanding railway network were made as early as the 1830s. The first section of the Maryport & Carlisle Railway was opened in 1840 and completed throughout in 1845. Extensions were made under the auspices of other railway companies southwards down the coast through Workington, Whitehaven and Millom to Barrow.


In the 1930s a man, perhaps driven to distraction by Maryport’s economic woes, threw his baby onto the railway line whereupon it was promptly run over by a train, receiving appalling injuries from which it died a few hours later. The man was hanged for the crime, but on occasions for many years after this needless tragedy the screams of a newborn baby in extreme agony resounded around the spot, much to the horror of local residents. The line through Maryport is still operational.


Tebay


The trains that rush up and down the West Coast Main Line today pass the small settlement of Tebay in the twinkle of an eye. To most travellers the name ‘Tebay’ only recalls a service area on the M6. To railway enthusiasts, however, the place has much greater significance. It stands at the bottom of the climb to Shap which, with Beattock Bank north of Lockerbie in Scotland, represented the most formidable inclines facing northbound Anglo-Scottish steam trains. The climb itself involves four miles on a gradient of 1 in 75. So formidable are the Cumbrian Fells that when a line from London, Crewe and Preston to Glasgow was first mooted, it was believed that the steam engines of the time would not be powerful enough to make the climb. Instead for a while passengers could travel to an obscure place on the Fylde Peninsula which came to be known as Fleetwood after a major local landowner. There they embarked on steamers for Ardrossan in Scotland. However, steam technology moved very quickly and locomotives became powerful enough to ascend these heights, albeit with a sturdy shove from behind with a banking engine.


The line over Shap was built by the Lancaster & Carlisle Railway and formally opened late in 1846. Tebay was the place chosen for an engine shed to house the bankers, and a settlement of houses and associated social facilities was built for the railway employees. In that sense Tebay was a railway village every bit as much as Crewe was a railway town. The sight of a steam locomotive at full stretch pounding up Shap with the banking engine blasting away with brute force at the back was an awesome one, and also highly photogenic. Tebay and the lonely country abutting the climb to Shap became the haunt of generations of railway enthusiasts and some very fine photographs by the likes of Ivo Peters, Eric Treacy and Derek Cross survive to give an idea of the heroic physical efforts required by the crews of heavy trains climbing the bank. Steam working over Shap continued almost to the bitter end of regular steam power in the UK, and in the last few years enthusiasts from far and wide made the pilgrimage to enjoy and record a scene they knew was about to disappear.


Engine sheds were potentially very dangerous places and official entry was prohibited to all except those with written permission. However, notices not to trespass in such places did little to deter most railway enthusiasts who exercised great ingenuity in finding ways to ‘bunk’ sheds, this being slang for getting round them without a permit. We do not know whether the enthusiast concerned had permission, but he visited Tebay shed in 1967 to photograph some of the last generation of banking engines. These were Standard Class ‘4’ 4–6–0s, and a pretty rundown lot they were by this time. Tebay was only a small shed and just two locomotives were present when he visited. There didn’t seem to be anyone about, even if he had tried to ask for permission. Apart from the sizzle and gurgle of these two engines in light steam, the place was as silent as a grave. Anyway, he took what photographs he could and left, still rather puzzled by the apparent total lack of living beings in the shed. Imagine his surprise when his photographs came back from the processor and there in several of the pictures was a human figure staring at the camera with a slightly enigmatic expression. Even more enigmatic was that the figure was diaphanous and details of the locomotive in front of which he was standing could clearly be seen. He knew the figure had not been there when he took the photographs. Was it a ghost?


DERBYSHIRE



Chesterfield


The main line of the former Midland Railway leaving Chesterfield in a northerly direction shares the valley of the River Rother with the A61 trunk road and the Chesterfield Canal. Just to the north of Chesterfield is Tapton Junction where a freight-only line diverges to the east and avoids Sheffield passing via Staveley on its way to Rotherham. The main line heads for Sheffield via Dronfield and Dore.


On the hillside east of the railway at Tapton Junction stands Tapton House, now part of Chesterfield College of Further Education, about a mile from the town centre. It was to Tapton House that George Stephenson (1781–1848), often called ‘the Father of the Railways’, retired to spend the last ten years of his life. He had been born in humble circumstances but his was a life of rich achievement and he became a wealthy man with a host of business interests in railways, coal mines and ironworks, for example. He had never lost his broad Geordie accent nor had he cultivated much in the way of refined manners but he was on intimate terms with many of the ‘movers and shakers’ of his generation and there were frequently distinguished guests at his house. They tended to be hard-headed practical people like himself. He had little time for the idle fops of the aristocracy and gentry.


He remained very active during his years at Tapton and took great pleasure in the grounds of the house and in gardening. One of his less well-known endeavours was an attempt to cultivate a perfectly straight cucumber. While this was a worthy task in itself, and one to which he brought all his customary resource and determination, it was fated to be unsuccessful.


The final resting place of George Stephenson’s mortal remains is under the communion table in Trinity Church, close by. It seems, however, that his spirit could not abide to be away from his beloved Tapton House, and what is thought to be his ghost is seen from time to time moving from room to room as if in search of something. Not only seen but heard, because on occasions the ghost asks, ever so politely but in a Geordie accent you could cut with a knife, for a cup of tea.


The problem of the cucumber remains unresolved.
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George Stephenson. The ‘Father of the Railways’ became rich and famous but never lost his thick north-eastern accent. 
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A view looking north from Chesterfield  Station in the direction of Tapton.











Tunstead Farm


The line from Buxton northwards to Chapel-en-le-Frith, New Mills and Stockport was opened in 1863. It was initially operated by the Stockport, Disley & Whaley Bridge Railway and absorbed by the London & North Western Railway in 1866. The building of the line had not been easy. Any plan for public passenger-carrying railway lines had to be presented to Parliament in the form of a Bill to be considered by both Houses. If it was passed, it became what was known as a Local and Personal Act which, among other things, would equip the company concerned with rights for compulsory purchase. These would be exercised where landowners were unwilling to sell land or buildings, and one such place where this happened was Tunstead Farm. This remote place overlooked the railway between Chapel-en-le-Frith and Whaley Bridge, and it also overlooked Coomb Reservoir. The terrain is very hilly in this neighbourhood and the engineering works were correspondingly heavy. The route had been surveyed to cross part of the land associated with Tunstead Farm but so many problems were encountered with the embankments on this section of line and with bridges that collapsed and had to be rebuilt that eventually the company decided on a new route avoiding Tunstead Farm altogether. The engineers encountered far fewer problems on this adjacent new alignment and the work went ahead quickly. The company let it be known that geological conditions had forced the change of route. Local people knew otherwise.


Dickie o’ Tunstead is the name given to an ancient human skull which is kept at Tunstead Farm. Local legend says that it is the skull of one Ned Dixon, who was murdered by his cousin in the farmhouse. Any attempt to disturb it or particularly to move it out of the house will set in motion a series of accidents and even disasters which will only stop when the skull is restored or apparently reassured that no further disruption will take place. Nodding their heads sagely, the local wiseacres knew why the path of the line was altered. Dickie o’ Tunstead had made sure that it would.


Legends of skulls that take umbrage when the even tenor of their lives is disrupted can also be found at Burton Agnes Hall in East Yorkshire and Bettiscombe Manor in Dorset.


DORSET



Bincombe Tunnel


Weymouth was for a while almost the prototype of the fashionable as opposed to the popular English seaside resort. The town, which before the eighteenth century had largely been thought of as a decayed seaport, hit the headlines when in 1789 George III, no less, arrived, accompanied by the usual flock of medical advisers, bumptious officials and busybodies, court-followers, lounge lizards and toadies. The King was not a well man and he was in Weymouth to take advantage of the newly discovered therapeutic effects of sea-water. More specifically, he was there to bathe in the said water. After a few days breathing in the fresh sea air and viewing the sights, he allowed himself to be placed in a bathing machine and drawn out a short distance into the sea. He had squeezed himself into a costume which did little to hide the royal humps and bumps, and no sooner had he partially emerged to test the temperature of the water with his big toe than a band craftily hidden away in a nearby bathing machine struck up God save the King. They could scarcely have rendered the King’s first dip in the briny more public had they executed a 24-gun salute.
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A local for Weymouth drifts out of the southern entrance to Bincombe Tunnel, the next stop being the quaintly named Upwey Wishing Well Halt. The locomotive is a 45XX 2-6-2T








These stirring events took place in 1789 and the King returned regularly to Weymouth until 1805, thereby guaranteeing the town pole position in the list of places that a certain class of person went in order to see and be seen. In the years that followed, however, other seaside resorts were busy copying Weymouth’s example. The railways played an important role in bringing the visitors on whom these places depended, and many of these resorts were much handier for London than far-distant Weymouth. By the 1840s Weymouth was well and truly in the doldrums and needed urgently to be connected to the country’s developing railway system. Southampton was joined to Dorchester naturally enough by the Southampton & Dorchester Railway in 1847. It was not until 1857, however, that its trains (having been taken over by the London & South Western Railway) could reach Weymouth by virtue of running powers over a line of the Great Western from Bristol, Bath, Frome and Yeovil. The GWR had reluctantly agreed to install mixed-gauge track, and the GWR and LSWR started their services to Weymouth on the same day. This at long last gave the town access to London, strangely enough right from the start, by means of two different routes.
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