

  [image: Slow Trains Around Britain - Notes from a 4,088-Mile Adventure on 143 Rides, by Tom Chesshyre. Seen from a distance, a steam train travels on a curved viaduct among green hills]
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PREFACE







In a small market town in the north-east of England 200 years ago (in 1825), something momentous happened: ticket-bearing human beings began moving along wrought-iron tracks on a contraption with wheels powered by an engine.




  This contraption was called a "train". The name came from a French word around since the Middle Ages – traîne (to be in tow, tugged behind) – first used to describe parts of gowns trailing after the wearer. Over the years, the word morphed to refer to those following VIPs in a procession, a line of people/animals, and eventually to carriages clattering down tracks.




  However, what happened in Darlington along a 26-mile line to Stockton, chosen as it connected collieries, was groundbreaking.




  Horse-tugged trains had been around for years, yet this was quite different. A machine known as a "locomotive" was now up front: a combination of two Latin words, loco ("from a place") and motivus ("causing motion"), welded in French in the seventeenth century to form locomotif, meaning "pertaining to movement".




  Over time this had morphed too, becoming locomotive in early nineteenth-century Britain, and referring to an engine travelling along rails under its own power.




  By the mid-2020s, 1.3 million miles of railway lines criss-crossed the planet.




  The invention seemed to have proved quite popular.




  And I was about to find out why.




  On a whole bunch of trains round Britain.













CHAPTER ONE







DARLINGTON VIA SHILDON, BACK TO DARLINGTON








"A SMALL RAILWAY THAT CHANGED THE WORLD"
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Not much was going on, but then again, quite a lot was really.




  On platform two of Darlington station, on a cold February morning in North-East England, a rumble and hum emanated from a yellow and orange train with "COLAS RAIL FREIGHT" written on it.




  A man nearby was observing this unusual yellow and orange two-tone train. This man, Dave, had a beard and glasses and wore a woolly hat. He held a small camera, which he occasionally raised as though struck by some inner impulse. His general demeanour was, perhaps, best described as transfixed.




  "Ballast wagons," he said, affectionately, glancing at some rusty old wagons connected to the yellow and orange train. These wagons were, frankly, filthy, with "NETWORK RAIL" written on them. Additional mysterious messages, just legible beneath a veneer of grime, said, "DO NOT WELD ON THIS WAGON, CALL REPAIRS ADVICE FOR INSTRUCTIONS. NOT TO BE LOOSE/HUMP SHUNTED."




  The "train" to which I had been referring was more accurately a "locomotive", which was pulling the wagons. The entirety, the locomotive and the wagons put together, constituted a "train". When I had arrived at Dave's side, gestured at the yellow and orange locomotive and commented in the spirit of railway camaraderie "nice train", he had swiftly corrected me on this point.




  We stood wordlessly in the gloomy, echoey hall. Darlington station had surprisingly high, damp red-brick walls. Fluted wrought-iron columns rose all about with decorative shields depicting trains, crosses and castles, while a fine old clock from when the station was built in 1887 curled out above the platform, connected to a red and gold fitting; redolent of the age when folk used to set their watches by such station necessities.




  In between the two platforms, on a wide island-like space, was a cramped WHSmith selling a great number of magazines and books about trains, with names such as Today's Railways, Trackside, Classic Locomotives of the UK and Railway Track Diagrams, Book 5: Southern & TfL. Beside this was a spacious Pumpkin Café offering expensive coffees. Inside, old horseshoe-shaped leather armchairs were scattered at one end beside dingy walls, a bar area with spirits on mirrored shelves and a restlessly flashing Beat the Banker fruit machine.




  Dave's eyes remained fixed on the yellow and orange "COLAS RAIL FREIGHT" locomotive. "It's come from Doncaster," he said, though how he knew this I did not know. "I started watching these when they first came out in the late 1970s. It's a Class 56 loco. I've seen it quite a few times."




  Dave, who was aged 58, he told me, wore a dreamy expression. "It's from when trains used to be trains. Nowadays, at almost any rural station there's a couple of platforms and a car park. There used to be goods traffic and sidings [at those stations]. There used to be an open ticket office." Dave used the word "open" pointedly. Many ticket offices in the UK had recently been threatened with closure as part of a cost-cutting exercise, although an outraged-public backlash had caused a political U-turn, and they were no longer shutting down (for the time being).




  He returned his gaze to the "COLAS RAIL FREIGHT" loco. "That was when they were horrible polluting things," he said, referring to "when trains used to be trains". He did not say this in a censorious manner as though horrible polluting things were bad things. Quite the opposite. A stench of diesel was emanating from the loco, hanging in the atmosphere of the big, damp hall. "COLAS RAIL FREIGHT" was one of his horrible polluting things: a somehow lovely, horrible polluting thing.




  "They're hardly ever made like that any more. Heritage lines, that's just about the only place you'll see them. Most of the ones [the locomotives] I remember from when I was a boy [were diesels]. Trainspotting they used to call it."




  We stood in silence for a while, trainspotting ourselves, you might say. There was a train. We had spotted it. No further words were required. Trains used to be good. Now they were not so good. But there were still a few that were quite good. This was just life.








From the opposite platform, I boarded the 09:55 from Darlington to Shildon, about nine miles to the north-west; the final destination was Bishop Auckland, said a digital display, not much further down the line. The train, a Northern service, was fitted with worn, blue-spotted seats (with USB sockets). Dirt streaked the windows. Hardly anyone was on board, just a few stragglers, and it had begun to pour. Rain swept across the rooftops of Darlington as though a gale had rolled in from the sea. Perhaps it had; we were 20 miles from the coast. The train puttered onwards alongside terraced houses and across a bridge above a swirling river, after which some muddy plots lay to one side of North Road station as though construction work was in the offing. We passed the Builder's Arms, a cluster of old warehouses and a gathering of bedraggled horses in a sodden field. Then the 09:55 drew to a halt at Heighington station, where it paused for some time and we listened to the patter of rain on the carriage roof. No announcement was made, though passengers seemed neither bothered nor especially surprised by the hold-up.


  I regarded Heighington station. It had a downbeat air and was tiny, little more than a narrow platform beside a derelict, boarded-up building and an empty lot, home to a jungle of weeds and strewn with debris (old railway-crossing barriers and pavement slates dumped in a heap). No one got off at Heighington, no one got on either. Nobody did anything, except stare out, thinking whatever thoughts they might have been thinking, such as I'm glad I'm not out there right now. The 09:55 purred contentedly. Then a whistle blew, the doors creaked shut, the 09:55 made a grinding sound and proceeded, gathering speed beyond a small mountain of discarded washing machines in a yard, a business park, an electrical-products firm and a pair of plastic-fabrication companies. This stretch of County Durham with its depots streaked with rain and works units with billowing steam was unlikely, perhaps, to attract a tourist stampede anytime soon, though there was interest to be had if you were not just seeking "pretty sights".




  The 09:55 passed onwards into more boggy fields, these ones demarcated by leafless hedgerows. No creatures dwelled in these fields. Rain descended in curtains, swirling across the landscape. Through the grimy Northern windows, all looked bleak, bleak, bleak. It was late winter, coming on early spring. It was chilly and extremely damp in County Durham, up in the north-east of England.




  Why? You may rightly ask. Why? Get a grip! Book a holiday to Barbados! This was not, however, as you may have already gathered, the point. I was on a mission. This mission involved trains. More specifically, British trains. Having had the great fortune to have travelled on many exciting railways to many exciting places elsewhere in the world, from the wide-open plains of America to the tea plantations of India, the ancient cities of Iran, the Australian Outback and the badlands of North Korea (and written about them too), I was about to set forth by means of the mode of transport that rattled down the end of my very own street in south-west London. From my home, a first-floor maisonette, I could hear these trains – ordinary British trains – rumble by at night. Sometimes, when freight wagons passed, my building even shook lightly, making me worry that roof tiles might (eventually, one day) come loose. British trains were not exotic trains like Peruvian trains or Japanese trains or trains in Cambodia or Sri Lanka. They were just regular British trains: ones that clattered by 30 metres or so from my front door, transporting me and squadrons of commuters to workplaces in the city. Sometimes late. Often overcrowded. Regular British trains, in other words.




  Yet I still wanted to take quite a few of these regular, ordinary British trains – as well as some quite irregular ones too – on quite a long journey along quite a few regular, ordinary British railways.




  Was I nuts? Was I losing it? Quite possibly, you might conclude. Why was I not embarking on an island-hopping jaunt in the South Pacific, or following some long, mighty river in Asia or Africa, or ascending remote slopes in the Himalayas: doing something somewhere just a little more adventurous before returning and putting pen to paper to capture far-flung tales of derring-do? Instead, my journey was starting – in effect – on tracks that rumbled by my home, or at least which were ultimately linked to them via a connection or two. Where was my Indiana Jones spirit? David Livingstone and Henry Morton Stanley in Africa – had I not heard of them and their exploits in search of the source of the Nile? Sir Richard Burton had dressed up in Bedouin robes and gone undercover, risking life and limb, all the way to Mecca. Why was I not dressing up in Bedouin clothes, breaking frontiers, setting forth to Antarctica in a canoe or across Amazonian jungles in search of lost cities? Somewhere a little more "out there" than on a train from Darlington on a rainy February day.




  Yet the answer to "why" was straightforward, as contrary as this may sound to some: I wanted to celebrate British railways. To travel along a roughly imagined route around the country that invented trains, as we know them, back in 1825 while taking stock of the current "train situation" and nosing about with a positive frame of mind and general spirit of train appreciation.




  Had not the British, 200 years earlier, created the "iron horses" that were to go on to conquer the planet? Was this not a great British success story? A reason to take pride and bang some British train drums? Something about which to be effusive, exuberant and even, on occasion, positively gung-ho? Or at least try one's best to be, the realities of British train travel permitting. Delays, high ticket prices, overcrowding and strikes had been much in the news.




  Maybe such a "celebration", given all of that (and more, when you began to consider Britain's national rail strategy), would be pushing it. Would the rides ahead turn out to be a long, tricky slog along lines that were in a poorly organized mess? Or a joyous journey to parts of the country you might not otherwise have visited? A hidden world unfurling along the tracks? Whichever, I would report what I saw, with the big anniversary – the bicentenary jamboree – framing the journey ahead. No more, no less. No PR job.




  Hence my arrival in the town of Darlington (population 107,800). Hence my continuation to Shildon (population 9,976). I was travelling to commemorate the invention of trains – to big up British railways in this historic context – and glory in their many intricacies, old stories, oddities and the places you could take them on a mission to acknowledge a great British achievement. An act of patriotism, you might say. A journey in honour of king and country! And queen and country, thinking back to Queen Victoria in the good old early train days. Maybe I should have picked up a Union Jack hat and a flag or two, like a Brexiteer "taking back control", and really gone for it. Rule Britannia, Britannia rules the rails… that kind of stuff. Or maybe, on reflection, better not to go down that line.




  This was just the beginning. The start of what might best, in all honesty, be described as a long mooch around Britain on its trains. A long, indulgent mooch with no greater purpose than that – and general train appreciation, of course. A wallow in British trains. A happy wallow of gentle affirmation, assessment and "train thoughts", in the company and with the insights, I hoped, of fellow train travellers, such as Dave, encountered along the way.




  Those seeking more – solutions to great mysteries of the human condition, perhaps, or the future of the planet – might find such musings few and far between. They might choose instead to consult weightier tomes published on those matters and find themselves more enlightened. I was embarking on a wallowing mooch on a whole bunch of trains. No more. No less. Just some thoughts from some trains.




  I looked with quiet pleasure along the rows of worn, blue-spotted seats on the 09:55 Northern service from Darlington to Shildon, with their bright-yellow handles for keeping your balance, as dim light filtered through the grimy windows, illuminating a grubby grey floor, mustering as much train-style joie de vivre as happened at that moment to be pulsing through my veins.




  I will not deny the truth of what I saw: things could be better.




  But this was not the point. Not the point at all. And it was no time to grumble.




  This was never going to be a journey on fancy Orient Express carriages with staff in bow ties dishing out caviar canapés and flutes of chilled champagne. It was, as I have said, to be a rail adventure on regular British trains. Such trains did not usually, in my experience, come with staff in bow ties delivering caviar and bubbly. Such trains were slightly different to that. Mostly, or at least, very often, they had worn seats and grimy windows and grubby grey floors. No point in setting expectations too high early on.




  Anyway, I was not after "luxury". Luxury was so overrated (and expensive). I was, as the train juddered onwards past a row of old terraced houses, quietly rather enjoying myself already. There was a certain pleasure – a certain almost illicit sense of freedom – of heading off on trains, I was finding, a whole bunch of trains, with no other purpose than to salute the invention of wheels powered by engines taking you down a track. Deep within, a simple "train zeal" was bubbling.




  For some time, I let this rail-induced zest quietly effervesce while watching a housing estate and some more soggy fields slide by.




  Yet it was hardly surprising that this "train zeal" was rising. For it was not by accident that I was heading for Shildon.




  Back on 27 September 1825, the first public passenger train pulled by a steam locomotive set forth on a 26-mile journey from Shildon, via Darlington, to the town of Stockton (population 84,815) on the river Tees.




  This locomotive was called Locomotion No 1, and the line upon which it huffed and puffed was built by the prolific early railway engineer, self-educated and self-made man, George Stephenson. A solitary coach for bigwigs on the inaugural ride, a bulky wooden carriage appropriately called Experiment, was attached to this legendary loco. Behind it, a large number of coal wagons had also been connected; the tracks had been created principally to link collieries around Shildon to Stockton, from where coal could be shipped. On the special first journey, however, many of these working wagons had been fitted with temporary wooden benches for more ordinary passengers.




  As many as 600 people were crammed on board as the train trundled along, attaining a top speed of 15 mph for a brief spell on its way to Darlington, crossing Skerne Bridge near North Road station and entering the market town, where 40,000 spectators waited, cheering on the extraordinary contraption. One onlooker, as quoted in Frank Ferneyhough's The History of Railways in Britain, commented, "The welkin [sky] rang with loud huzzas [cheers], while the happy faces of some, the vacant stares of others and the alarm depicted on the countenances of not a few, gave variety to the picture." Meanwhile, a wonderful painting by the artist John Dobbin also captured the moment. Dobbin, a local, who was ten years old at the time and who had witnessed Locomotion No 1 come by, recreated the scene 50 years later (so it may not have been quite the same on the actual day), though it was nice to imagine the fellows in bowler hats and the elegant women in flowing frocks and bonnets gathered as horse-drawn carriages waited by the banks and Stephenson's loco steamed along.




  In short, the Stockton and Darlington Railway, from its very first day, had been a resounding success.




  So much so the line was soon lengthened to Middlesbrough, then to a tiny settlement of 25 people beyond Stockton, where the water was deeper for shipping coal, and a whole new city soon sprang up (population currently more than 148,000). The railway was rapidly, quite dramatically altering the local landscape. Middlesbrough, little more than a handful of abodes back in 1825, was to overtake Darlington and Stockton, spawning ironworks, steelworks, shipbuilding yards and, later, a university and (sometimes) top-tier football team.




  Buoyed by how well Locomotion No 1 had fared, five years after that inaugural run, Stephenson completed what some consider to be the first proper public passenger line between the important industrial hubs of Manchester and Liverpool. I use "proper" because it was built with both freight and paying passengers in mind, whereas the Stockton and Darlington Railway ran occasional passenger carriages, often pulled by horses, not steam engines, and was quite a higgledy-piggledy, ad hoc arrangement as opposed to a regular steam-powered service with several daily passenger trains. This first inter-city connection was an international sensation. After the Liverpool and Manchester Railway opened in 1830, covering 31 miles at speeds of up to 35 mph, pulled by Rocket (designed by Stephenson's talented son, Robert, just as Locomotion No 1 had been, along with his father), news spread far and wide, with great interest in starting up copycat railways across Britain and in many other countries.




  In Britain alone, a mere thirteen years later in 1843, 1,800 miles of railway were open to traffic, rising to 6,000 miles by 1854 after an incredible bout of "railway mania", and 23,440 miles by 1914 (latest figures indicate 10,072 route miles of network tracks in the UK today, a reduction from 1914 caused partly by the decommissioning of many lines in the mid-twentieth century). Beyond British shores, railways spread quickly too, with Stephenson's advice being sought on key lines in Europe. Meanwhile in America, the symbolic Golden Spike was hammered into the tracks at Promontory Summit in Utah as soon as 10 May 1869, connecting the United States from the Atlantic to the Pacific oceans. The economic benefits of transporting goods by rail, combined with the convenience and logic of getting about without the discomfort and expense of stagecoaches, were simply impossible to ignore.




  Two hundred years later, railways were, of course, just about everywhere save the most mountainous and remote regions, with trains whizzing about as fast as 268 mph, the eye-watering speed attained on the Shanghai maglev electromagnetic line.




  Yet it all really started, whatever champions of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway might like to argue to the contrary, on the Stockton and Darlington Railway, where George Stephenson had cut his teeth.




  Where the very first journey began in Shildon.




  Which was where the 09:55 from Darlington had just pulled in.








Two other passengers were on board: Paul and David from Sheffield. We disembarked and fell into step, heading in the rain down a path along the line in the direction of the Locomotion railway museum, a big warehouse-like hulk of a building a couple of hundred yards away. This museum was opened in 2004 by the then local MP and Prime Minister Tony Blair to commemorate the Stockton and Darlington Railway and to highlight the importance of railways for north-east collieries as well as for providing local jobs. And its big attraction was Locomotion No 1, which had previously been on display at Darlington station.


  "I'm a driver," said Paul as we shivered and shuffled along.




  What kind of driver?




  "A train driver," he replied.




  "I'm a driver too," said David, cutting in.




  A train driver?




  "No, no. A tram driver," he replied, as though I really ought to have known this and that there was an important distinction.




  They were old friends on a few days of "train holiday" during which they intended to take railways to visit Wetherspoons pubs.




  "Wherever we go, we go to Wetherspoons. We've got seventy-five to go. Seven hundred and thirty so far. They're cheap and cheerful, aren't they?" said Paul. The highly popular Wetherspoons pub chain had 805 pubs across the UK (when we met).




  They were wearing sensible winter jackets with hoods and were middle-aged (like Dave back at Darlington station). They looked very happy. They were coming to the museum as a diversion, to pay homage to Locomotion No 1 and because they had "time to kill" before travelling on to Bishop Auckland.




  I asked Paul, the taller of the two, with a calm, thoughtful manner, what he liked about trains, other than driving them.




  "That I'm travelling along the same rails as my parents, just the traction is different. Same as my parents in the 1930s. I like that," he replied.




  I asked David the same question.




  "They are what they are," he answered, as though meaning what you see is what you get. He paused and added, "I've just always been interested in railways. Sitting on bridges and watching what goes by."




  David, like Dave back in Darlington, said he preferred trains from the 1980s and 1990s: "Old locos had more character."




  He was coming to the right place. Shortly afterwards, we arrived at a siding by the museum on which a collection of carriages and locomotives had been "parked" for inspection by visitors.




  "That's a Class 43 HST," said Paul, a fond look spreading over his face. HST stood for High-Speed Train, he said.




  We stood there in silence for a few moments, regarding this 43 HST.




  Then, I asked him what he thought of trains in Britain today.




  He pulled a face as though this was a subject that pained him.




  "We're pricing people off the railways and we should be getting people on them," he replied. Ticket prices were, he believed, far too high. He said no more.




  Was he sad about this, I asked.




  "Yes," he replied, and said no more once again. He did seem pretty glum about it.




  With that, we entered the Locomotion museum (admission free) and went our separate ways.




  The interior of the Locomotion museum was like an airport terminal, with a high curved roof with skylights, except that, instead of check-in desks and security gates, you had trains. Lots of trains. Lots of lovely old, shiny trains. I made a beeline for Locomotion No 1 and stood for a moment or two admiring its studs of rivets, its confusion of lacquered black pistons and its heavy iron wheels set around a varnished wooden barrel that was presumably the water tank. At the front, a distinctive chimney curved upwards in a backwards "J", while a polished, gold-coloured "LOCOMOTION" nameplate was attached to the wooden barrel. To one side, a sign said that this loco was an "international celebrity" built by Robert Stephenson at the Forth Street Works in Newcastle in early 1825, and it had altered somewhat over the years due to repairs and additions. The initial ride had hauled a train of 90 tonnes and the locomotive had continued in use until 1841.




  On the bicentenary of the Stockton and Darlington Railway, I was paying homage to what some considered to be the first proper steam locomotive to pull passengers along a train line. I tapped a wheel for good luck.




  You were, frankly, spoilt for trains at Locomotion. For a while it was a pleasure simply to wander up and down corridors of parallel tracks chock-a-block with gleaming carriages and locos, as though you had entered some kind of heavenly maze of trains smelling of oil and diesel, varnish and polish, upholstery and dust, cinder and soot: a strangely heady concoction, even without the star attractions. No wonder off-duty train and tram drivers, between visiting 805 Wetherspoons pubs, made detours to visit.




  A short stroll from Locomotion No 1, you promptly came to Rocket, another "international celebrity", looking slightly sleeker than Locomotion No 1 and with a straighter chimney but without wood panels: a veritable legend of a train just resting in a corner, minding its own business, with no one else about. Tempting as it may have been, I did not, however, hang around: there was too much else to ogle. For that was what you could not help but do at the Locomotion museum: ogle old trains.




  Close by were the smart navy-blue-and-gold Southern Railway and Compagnie Internationale des Wagons-Lits "Night Ferry" carriages used before the Channel Tunnel opened in 1994, when these sleepers rattled down to Dover to be rolled onto specially designed ships with passengers staying on board all the way to Paris.




  I ogled this early cross-Channel train.




  Not far from it was a shiny black loco named Hardwicke, which had reached record speeds in the 1890s, you learn, travelling at over 90 mph and frightening the life out of many passengers at the time.




  I ogled Hardwicke for a while, too.




  Then you had blue-and-white APT-E "tilting trains" from 1972, designed to better handle the curves of Britain's West Coast Main Line.




  More ogling… it was a good one.




  Then there was Sans Pareil, an 1829 locomotive rival to Rocket, built by the superintendent of the Stockton and Darlington Railway, Timothy Hackworth, but which was not chosen for the Liverpool and Manchester Railway (so Sans Pareil and Hackworth never hit the historical-train big time).




  Then there were battered old mining wagons from the 1960s; creaky-looking trolleys used to transport workers for repairs from the 1930s; director saloon carriages from the 1870s, with fancy seats for the chief of the North London Railway; and third-class East Coast Joint Stock carriages from 1898.




  Ogle, ogle, ogle, ogle, ogle.




  There were a great many trains: an abundance of wonderful, well-maintained, groundbreaking, important British trains.




  At the café by the entrance, I sat at some old grey-and-yellow Eurostar seats and promptly met some important British train people.




  The first was Sarah Price, head of Locomotion, in charge of the museum. I had not made an appointment, but she found time to talk. She was wearing an orange hi-vis jacket, Buddy Holly–style glasses and a stripy jumper. She was full of enthusiasm about trains (as I suppose it helped to be in her job). I was about to receive a pre-trip briefing.




  "If you don't understand the importance of Shildon in railway history, as soon as you start to understand it, you start to understand about trains in Britain," she said. "We want to tell the story of how a small railway changed the world quietly, unassumingly and modestly. It had a global impact. Within five years of opening, there were trains in other parts of Britain, Russia, North America. It was a nascent industry. It was the knowledge economy. There was a generosity. A different way of working. People came here to see the future."




  By this she meant that people travelled to Shildon, where there was a major train-building works, from far and wide to learn the tricks of the trade of running a railway, and that there was a feeling of everyone being in it together. Robert Stephenson and Timothy Hackworth, for example, while rivals, had also been close friends. That was the spirit of it all back then.




  We talked about trains in Britain now, 200 years after the glory of Locomotion No 1.




  "I think people are still understanding the critical role they play," Sarah replied, picking her words carefully. "Not just carrying passengers. It's also about freight. To me, railways are still the future. There are hiccups in every journey."




  She was referring here to a recent British government decision to cancel a part of HS2, the high-speed line that was being planned between Birmingham and Manchester. Instead of continuing – once the section from London to Birmingham was finished – onwards to the north, the part between Birmingham and Manchester, plus another branch from Birmingham to Leeds, had been controversially scrapped.




  "We must not lose faith. If we want to have a sustainability about future travel, we can't give up hope," said Sarah. "It's always disappointing when things like that happen. HS2 was a large opportunity to revolutionize freight. Taking freight off the road. Taking lorries off the road. Cheaper transport. It was not just about passengers. Railways have always been the backbone of the transport system."




  Sarah believed that by transferring freight to trains on north–south routes, motorways would be cleared of traffic jams, and trains on the east and west coast main lines would be less busy. She spoke passionately about the subject.




  She returned to what Shildon and the Stockton and Darlington Railway meant to Britain: "Two hundred years ago, people came here to see the future. Well, that's important because actually the north-east wants to be a powerhouse again." She paused. She was speaking even more fervently; she believed that the successes of the Stephenson days could somehow rub off on, or at least provide an example to, modern times. "What you have here," she said, "is the past and present and future of railways."




  All wrapped up in one museum. As if to confirm this point, a train whirred by between Darlington and Bishop Auckland – the tracks ran adjacent to the museum.




  "You see, we're down by the line, it's right there," said Sarah, highlighting how the "present" was still alive at the museum.




  What a charming, inspiring head of Locomotion.




  She seemed to get what it was all about.




  Sarah left and Clive Goult arrived.




  I had not made an appointment with Clive either. Clive's job was "workshop and traction manager" for Locomotion, and he had previously been a "locomotive engineer" and fireman on the Flying Scotsman – the famous, sleek steam locomotive built in 1923 by the renowned train engineer Nigel Gresley and now a heritage service – as well as "shed master" at the North Yorkshire Moors Railway, a heritage line, in charge of fifteen staff and more than a hundred volunteers. A train man through and through.




  He also wore an orange hi-vis jacket, although his, unlike Sarah's (which had been pristine), was covered in grime and oil. He was in his late fifties and had a shock of grey hair, a rosy complexion, a couple of days' stubble, a whimsical sense of humour and a can-do attitude (that was about to do me a lot of favours).




  As we drank coffees, we talked about this and that. He had a laid-back, devilish manner.




  "King Charles III…" he said, pausing and waiting for me to respond. I had been asking him about his days on the Flying Scotsman.




  What about him, I enquired.




  "I collected him on the Scotsman from York and took him to Pickering," Clive said, in the manner of a taxi driver discussing a famous passenger they have had in the back of my cab.




  As I had with Paul and David, I asked Clive what he liked so much about trains, which he had been involved in since childhood, when his father had volunteered on a heritage railway.




  "What's so special about trains?" he replied. "I don't know. Why do people wave at trains? They don't wave at planes. Why do people wave at trains?"




  It was a rhetorical question, though I could not think of the answer why, other than to be friendly. That was why I imagined people waved at trains (and boats, for that matter), not that I could remember waving at any trains myself. It was simply about making a connection, saying an old-fashioned "hello". Maybe boats came into that; people had no doubt waved at passing vessels from riverbanks and coastlines for centuries gone by, ever since folk dug out tree trunks to make canoes: a primeval urge, of sorts. I realized I was not particularly breaking new ground with these observations, but I relayed them to Clive nevertheless.




  "Everyone's got their own reason," said Clive, on hearing this. "But I bet no one can quite tell you exactly why."




  He gave me a canny look as though to suggest trains had some almost mystical essence and it was no good banging on about being companionable through the ages. There was a secret to the attraction of trains, his steady gaze seemed to be saying. To understand this mystery was beyond the ken of ordinary folk such as Clive and myself.




  I asked Clive how important the Stockton and Darlington Railway really was – just to establish I was not about to set off all the way round Britain, celebrating something that really did not matter all that much.




  Clive looked at me as though I ought to know better… and then he explained: "Pre-1829 you could travel as far as a horse would take you or as far as you could walk. The furthest many people ever went was the next village or town really. Suddenly, you could go thirty miles an hour between Liverpool and Manchester. Suddenly, the whole world…" Clive used his hands to indicate shrinking. "… It went from walking and horses to thirty miles an hour in forty years." And that had all begun, he said, ahead of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, right by the tracks where we were talking.




  "Then in the 1870s it was sixty miles an hour," said Clive. "Then the first official one hundred miles an hour was 1928–29. Within one hundred years that had been achieved. From thirty miles an hour to one hundred miles an hour. Before then we'd had millions of years of hardly moving… apart from ships. It began here in 1825 at ten miles an hour. It was up to thirty miles an hour in 1829. The development in those four years…" Clive made a whistling sound. "From ten miles an hour to thirty miles an hour. At the beginning, a man would walk in front of the first loco with a red flag [warning people ahead]."




  He discussed William Huskisson, the unfortunate MP who had tragically died after ignoring safety instructions and taking a stroll from his carriage on the inaugural day of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, back on 15 September 1830, being struck and crushed by Rocket, with Robert Stephenson himself driving.




  "We should never have changed that tradition – don't vote 'em out, run 'em over," was Clive's take on this sad moment in railway history (though he didn't, obviously, really mean it).




  His comment prompted a change in subject. "HS2? My view is that we made a mistake being the first developing railways," he said. "If we'd waited forty years, we wouldn't have built so many windy railways and tunnels and bridges and gone winding around every town. We'd have had straight railways. Because we were first, and railways were improving, we had too many restrictions [such as landowners blocking the way]. And if we'd been devastated by the Second World War, like the rest of poor Europe was, we'd have had brand-new railways. Somebody would have said let's rebuild the tracks from a blank piece of paper and improve. What we've been doing ever since is using sticking plaster and let's do it on the cheap. Sadly, Tom, we can't afford it. Or we think we can't afford it. It's the British problem. We don't look at the benefits against the direct costs."




  The failure to build HS2 was the burning issue in British trains 200 years after the first public passenger train line had begun between Shildon, Darlington and Stockton. Really, it should have been called the Shildon, Stockton and Darlington Railway, but Shildon was such a small place, with a population of a few hundred back then, so it could not call the shots with the name.




  The irony that the nation that invented the railways was so poorly organized in running them was, of course, not lost on anyone when discussing the matter.




  HS2 loomed large, and would continue to loom large, on this journey round Britain on trains.








So began my induction into British railway matters, two centuries after British railway matters started.




  Clive very kindly showed me the best route, with exact times, to the North Yorkshire Moors Railway and onwards for two days ahead. I had asked whether he thought it was possible to get there on a Sunday from Stockton, where I would be staying the next night (after a night in Darlington), and not expected such assistance. I would be travelling by train from Stockton to nearby Thornaby, changing and taking another service to a small station named Grosmont. At Grosmont, you joined the North Yorkshire Moors Railway, which ran southwards for eighteen miles to Pickering through scenery that was said to be "very pretty". I would then return to Grosmont, catch a train to Middlesbrough and another to York, where I would be staying the following night.




  Simple. A lot of movement. All of it by train.




  Clive had, like a train Jeeves, worked it all out for me. (Even though I had a rough idea where I wanted to go, I was winging it and needed the help.) I thanked him profusely and returned to Shildon station, where the 14:32 back to Darlington was on time.




  On board, schoolkids were saying to each other "I'm going to grab your phone and smash it" and "I hate this f***in' phone" and generally larking about. At Darlington station, rain was dripping into buckets placed here and there to deal with leaks in the roof. Signs said that £100 million was about to be invested in the station (which seemed like a good idea).




  I walked past a "First Step to Fitness – Ladies Only Gym", a "Nail Lab", "The Bathroom World: The World's Most Exotic Bathrooms" (only available in Darlington), "HOT PLATE" pizzas, "MOJO" pizzas, "PIZZA TOWN" and an Indian restaurant, before arriving at the Dalesman pub/hotel. This had a "no drugs" sign on the door and Kempton Park races on the television. Some elderly men were playing dominoes in a corner, and a pair of Staffordshire bull terriers was scampering about, paying particular attention as I ate a roast beef and mustard sandwich by the bar.




  I walked across Market Square, passing the distinguished old hall and clock tower, to see North Road station, where yet another railway museum, named Hopetown Darlington, was closed and in the middle of renovations, gearing up for the bicentenary. This was close to Skerne Bridge, site of John Dobbin's evocative old painting. So there it was, "the £5 note bridge", as locals called it due to Skerne Bridge – with Locomotion No 1 puffing across the top alongside a portrait of George Stephenson – featuring on the back of the old £5 note (in circulation from 1990 to 2002): recognition by the Bank of England, no less, of its key historical importance.




  No fellows in bowler hats or elegant women in flowing frocks and bonnets were lining the banks, admiring passing trains on my visit. Instead, a solitary man on a phone was leaning against a fence close to an extremely weather-worn and badly vandalized public information panel about the importance of Skerne Bridge in railway history. This bridge was, some considered, the world's first proper railway bridge. The sign told you this, just about, beneath scratches and spray-paint additions; it must have been Britain's most attacked public information panel, or at least pretty high up in the rankings.




  As I read about the world's first proper railway bridge, the solitary man on his phone began a disturbing discussion: "She cheated on me… she was there with X… that's absolutely not f***ing on… she wanted weed from me… she can do what she wants… I do not trust her… I do not want her… she can hang around with X and the new coke-heads on the block… 'social' can deal with that."




  He was in a terrible state, half-screaming at whoever it was down the line; no way could you miss his conversation, which was a far cry from John Dobbin's quaint old picture of the assembled "society" figures as the world's first public steam-powered passenger train chugged by on that momentous, rousing day back on 27 September 1825.




  I might have said something by way of consolation had the solitary man finished his call: "You alright, mate?" Or whatever.




  Except, before I could, the person he was talking to turned up on a bike and they wandered off together under the world's first railway bridge in the direction of Darlington's town centre. I followed soon after and dropped by Darlington Hippodrome, a fine Edwardian, red-brick building where the Strictly Come Dancing star Giovanni Pernice was performing that night and a queue of women dressed to the nines snaked out of the front door, saying things like, "He's so gorgeous, ain't he, Liz? Oh, when he gets his shirt off, Vicky! Blimmin' 'ell, that torso, Pam! Just get it off! And all 'em lovely dancers too!"




  One middle-aged woman was saying to her mother, "It's a hundred and thirty quid for meet and greet, Mum. You get a picture with him and have a hug. Next time, eh?"




  Mother, in her eighties, responding to daughter: "Oh, yeah!"




  Then a group in the queue began chanting "Gio! Gio! Gio!"




  I went across the street and ate very good curry at a very nice Thai restaurant opposite the Hippodrome, watching "Gio" fans arriving for the big torso reveal. Then I got an early night at the Dalesman in a small, perfectly comfortable room, listening to a faint thud of music rising from below.




  It had been an unusual day.




  Many trains awaited down the line.




  I was on my way, ready to celebrate all things British train, while pottering about on quite a few of them – to wave a flag for the Stockton and Darlington Railway and George and Robert Stephenson and all the other pioneers and what they'd created. A great British achievement! A lasting source of national honour! Green too! So ahead of its time!




  All of that stuff (and rightly so).




  All invented up in the north-east of England 200 years ago.













CHAPTER TWO







DARLINGTON TO SETTLE VIA MIDDLESBROUGH, GROSMONT, PICKERING, YORK, LEEDS AND KEIGHLEY








LOST IN LOCOS





[image: A simple dotted line map showing the route for this chapter, with Darlington in the middle, Pickering at the east end and Settle at the west end.]






Embarking on a long trip around Britain's railways took some planning but not a huge amount – which was all part of the pleasure of the endeavour, although you did soon find yourself deep within the labyrinthine world of British trains.




  There were two principal considerations.




  First, where did the trains go? To help with this, I had consulted the website of National Rail, a body that promoted railways in Britain and was half funded by the country's mainly privately owned train operators and by Network Rail, a public body connected to the Department for Transport, which was responsible for the infrastructure (20,000 miles of tracks, 6,000 level crossings, 30,000 bridges and viaducts, and 2,500 stations). Some people confused National Rail with Network Rail. This was a big no-no in the "train world".




  National Rail was there to sell tickets and be helpful by providing a "journey planner" on its website (nationalrail.co.uk) and a National Rail enquiries phone number. Its brand symbol was the distinctive red double-arrow logo that you saw at train stations in Britain. This, just to make things more complicated, was previously the symbol of British Rail, a state-owned company that took control of the "Big Four" railways (Great Western Railway; London, Midland and Scottish Railway; Southern Railway; and London and North Eastern Railway) and some smaller railways, from nationalization in 1948, under the pioneering Labour government of Clement Attlee, up until 1997. Britain's railways were then privatized during Conservative government rule, a process begun by the Conservative Party's leader Margaret Thatcher and completed by John Major. So in a way, what had happened – and continued to happen (as politics, of course, never stopped) – to railways in Britain might be said to represent wider matters connected to the general state of national affairs. A thought I considered possible that I might return to from time to time.




  Anyway, labyrinthine matters aside, National Rail's website had an extremely useful "route diagram" map that showed where all the trains went.




  Different colours and sizes of line indicated whether they were "principal", "regional", "local", "limited service", "high-speed" or "HS2 under construction". The latter was coloured light orange, while the completed, high-speed railway from where the Channel Tunnel emerged at Folkestone was a darker orange and had "EUROSTAR" written on it. The principal, regional, local and limited-service lines were all blue in varying thicknesses, the widest being for the principal routes.




  It was interesting to look at this map and think right, that's where you can go. Britain had been reduced, if you like, to its railway bones. There were the tracks. There were your possibilities, rather limited way up in Scotland and out west in Wales and south-west in Cornwall. It was as though you were looking at the country afresh, before motor vehicles and roads had made their entrance, making just about anywhere accessible. As you gazed at this map, drawn by a graphic artist named Andrew Smithers, who went by the handle @MrMappy on the social media site X, the country appeared to shrink. It felt as though you had stepped back in time, perhaps to the late nineteenth century: your only real way ahead was on "iron horses", if not by actual horses. Nowhere else was possible. There was something refreshingly limiting about this nineteenth-century reduction of Britain. You knew where you stood.




  The second consideration was which route to take.




  So, using the National Rail map, I sketched a vague plan that went something like this. 1) Pootle about in the north of England, after Darlington, crossing from the north-east to the north-west, definitely – if I could – taking in a famous line between Settle and Carlisle that many people raved about for its general scenic wonderfulness (and viaducts) before skirting round the Lake District on the Cumbrian Coast Line and heading to Liverpool and Manchester to pay homage to the 1830 heroics and groundbreaking developments of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway. How could any self-respecting railway lover not do that?




  2) Intriguingly, it then appeared possible to skirt into the mountains of North Wales, taking little heritage lines for a while, and afterwards weave through the heart of Wales on a thin "local" or perhaps "limited service" line (it was tricky to tell the difference, not that it mattered much, on the National Rail map).




  3) Move into the south-west by crossing to Bristol and swooshing down to Penzance in the far south-west of England to enjoy a few days in Cornwall, and then, as there was no other railway, retrace the tracks, perhaps investigating Somerset and Devon before dropping down to the English Channel near Poole in Dorset.




  4) That seemed a sensible starting point for a sweep across the south coast of England. This would, ideally, begin with a visit to the Isle of Wight (in possession of a tiny railway, the map showed), after which it looked logical to traverse the shoreline, stopping at seaside towns, and continue in a curve round Kent.




  5) Next, after ignoring London, as I did not want to get bogged down there, it appeared logical to skate along the east of England, tackling East Anglia and cutting up through Lincolnshire towards Grimsby and snaking onwards via Hull to the seaside town of Scarborough in North Yorkshire.


  6) That, I realized, would bring me close to Darlington once again, where it would seem common sense to return to the beginning – back to the scene of the 1825 railway heroics – with a circular journey complete. But that would have left out Scotland. And I wanted to go to Scotland, and to take the famous Caledonian Sleeper night train to get there – and you normally caught that from London Euston. So I would let the tracks transport me southwards through the Midlands via the Peak District and the Cotswolds and on to London, whereupon, in a great whoosh of wheels along the tracks, I would catch the renowned sleeper service north, all the way to Aberdeen on the north-east coast of Scotland. At least, I hoped so: I had no ticket – and they were often sold out.
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