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About the Book

In this companion volume to On the Slow Train, Michael Williams again takes the reader on the slow train to another era of rail travel.

He has spent the past year travelling along the fascinating rail byways of Britain for this new collection of journeys. Here is the ‘train to the end of the world’ running for more than four splendid hours through lake, loch and moorland from Inverness to Wick, the most northerly town in Britain. He discovers a perfect country branch line in London’s commuterland, and travels on one of the slowest services in the land along the shores of the lovely Dovey estuary to the far west of Wales. He takes the stopping train across the Pennines on a line with so few services that its glorious scenery is a secret known only to the regulars. Here, too, is the Bittern Line in Norfolk and the Tarka Line in North Devon as well as the little branch line to the fishing port of Looe in Cornwall, rescued from closure in the 1960s and now celebrating its 150th anniversary taking families on holiday to the seaside.

From the most luxurious and historic – aboard the Orient Express – to the most futuristic – on the driverless trains of London’s Docklands Light Railway – here is a unique travel companion celebrating the treasures of our railway heritage from one of Britain’s most knowledgeable railway writers.


About the Author

 Michael Williams writes widely on railways for many publications, including the Daily Mail, Independent, Independent on Sunday, New Statesman, Oldie and the railway specialist press. He is a veteran Fleet Street journalist, having held many senior positions, including Deputy Editor of the Independent on Sunday, Executive Editor of the Independent and Head of News at the Sunday Times. He is currently Senior Lecturer in the School of Journalism, Media and Communication at the University of Central Lancashire. He commutes regularly by train on the 440-mile return journey between his home in London’s Camden Town and his office at Preston in Lancashire.
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An English idyll: Nothing better symbolises the golden age of the railway than a stopping train in the countryside on an early summer’s day. Here GWR 0-4-2T No. 1472 leaves St Mary’s Crossing Halt in Gloucestershire’s Golden Valley on 25 May 1963, the year Beeching swung his axe.



 

INTRODUCTION

ON THE SLOW TRAIN AGAIN

THERE ARE FEW love affairs more passionate than that of the British with their railways. We invented the passenger train, and pride in the great heroes of the railway era – the Stephensons, Trevithick, Brunel – runs through our national DNA. No wonder we were all so traumatised nearly fifty years ago, when a plump balding physicist with an authoritarian moustache and an obsession with the bottom line took an axe to a third of Britain’s rail network. Dr Richard Beeching had been recruited from the chemicals industry to produce his infamous 1963 report, The Reshaping of British Railways, and his proposals were draconian. Most stopping trains would be discontinued. Some 2,350 stations would be shut, along with 5,000 miles of track. No area would be spared. Almost all of Devon, Lincolnshire, Cumbria, Wales and the Highlands of Scotland would be robbed entirely of their passenger train services.

The arguments about Beeching still rage on half a century later. Did he deploy his brilliant scientific background to drag an inefficient nationalised industry out of the steam age and into the modern era? Or was he, as the Daily Mail writer Quentin Letts recently claimed, a ‘foolish slasher-and-burner’, who dumped our railway heritage into the bin like cold leftovers? As it turned out, the plans of the ‘evil doctor’ were widely implemented – the closure notices went up and a mood of sadness descended across the land. There was no more eloquent expression of the sense of national hurt than Michael Flanders and Donald Swann’s famous song, ‘Slow Train’, from which this book derives its title. Their litany of quaint-sounding stations facing closure was a requiem for the passing of an era: ‘No one departs and no one arrives / From Selby to Goole, from St Erth to St Ives. / They’ve all passed out of our lives …’

This volume of journeys is a celebration of the slow trains of Britain that lived on against the odds – and continue to thrive in the twenty-first century. Fortunately, Beeching’s cold accountant’s logic did not always prevail, and like the villagers of Titfield in the famous Ealing comedy The Titfield Thunderbolt, communities across the land fought back and frequently won. Many of the loveliest railway journeys across the most scenic and historic landscapes of Britain are still with us, to be enjoyed for the price of an often inexpensive National Rail ticket. In my recent book On the Slow Train I invited readers to join me in travelling on twelve of the best of them. But there are many other riches to be shared, and I am delighted to offer a further selection of Britain’s best train journeys in this new volume.

Here is the ‘train to the end of the world’, running for more than four splendid hours through lake, loch and moorland from Inverness to Wick, the most northerly town in Britain. I take the single-carriage train along a perfect country branch line in London’s commuterland and join one of the slowest services in the land along the shores of the lovely Dovey estuary to the far west of Wales. I buy a ticket on the stopping train across the Pennines on a line with so few services that its glorious scenery is a secret known only to the regulars. Here too is the Bittern Line in Norfolk and the Tarka Line in north Devon as well as the little branch line to the fishing port of Looe in Cornwall, rescued from closure in the 1960s and now celebrating its 150th anniversary taking families on holiday to the seaside. The journeys range from the most luxurious and historic – aboard the Orient Express – to the most futuristic – on the driverless trains of London’s Docklands Light Railway.

There have been many books published about the railways with words in their titles such as ‘Glory Days’ or ‘As It Was’ which have a sepia-tinted take on reality: this is not one of them. Rather, these chapters aim to capture the essence of our railway byways in the present-day landscape, especially through the words of the people I encounter on the journey. This is not, however, to overlook the glorious railway heritage that is still here to be enjoyed. Above all, I hope the book conveys the infinite delight of slow travel in a hurried and fretful era. ‘There was always more in the world than men could see, walked they ever so slowly; they will see it no better for going fast,’ wrote the great Victorian social thinker John Ruskin. ‘The really precious things are thought and sight, not pace. It does … a man … no harm to go slow; for his glory is not at all in going, but in being.’ Those modern slow train travellers, Paul Theroux and Michael Palin, put it more pithily. ‘Looking out of a train window,’ wrote Theroux ‘… is like watching an unedited travelogue, without the obnoxious soundtrack.’ For Palin, the mantra is even simpler: ‘If travelling’s worth doing, it’s worth doing in a leisurely manner.’

As I was setting out on my journeys for this book in the early summer of 2010 the case for slow travel received, literally, a gift from the sky, when the ash cloud from an erupting volcano in Iceland grounded flights across Europe. Although many people had their plans disrupted, there were others who returned home thrilled at the rediscovery of the pleasure of leisurely travel on scenic branch lines and byways. (The Association of Train Operating Companies reported that traffic on some routes had doubled as air passengers opted to take the train.)

All this makes it less likely that, in our environmentally and socially conscious age, there will ever be another Beeching. But who knows? One thing is certain: the communities of Britain will remain on their guard. Like the best love affairs, Britain’s attachment to her railways defies explanation and the authorities tinker with it at their peril. ‘The curious but intense pleasure that is given to many by railway trains is both an art and a mystery,’ wrote the essayist and historian Roger Lloyd. ‘It is an art because the pleasure to be had is exactly proportionate to the enthusiasm one puts into it. It is a mystery because it is impossible to explain to others.’

Climb aboard with me and experience the joy of the slow train for yourself.
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Sun sets on a railway empire: The year is 1959, when the axe fell on most of the sprawling network of the old Midland and Great Northern Joint Railway, nicknamed the ‘Muddle and Get Nowhere’. Fortunately Sheringham station lives on, and can still be reached on a slow train from Norwich.


CHAPTER ONE

THE 14.36 FROM NORWICH – ON THE CRAB AND LOBSTER LINE TO POPPYLAND-BY-THE-SEA
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Norwich to Sheringham, via Wroxham, Worstead, Cromer and West Runton

ONCE UPON A time, the departure board at King’s Cross station, embarkation point for some of the grandest train journeys in the land, would resonate with the important-sounding names of famous expresses – the Coronation, the Elizabethan, the Talisman, the Fair Maid, the West Riding Limited, the Tyne-Tees Pullman – and, most famous of all, the Flying Scotsman. The least of these – a mouse among the big beasts of the main line – was the Cambridge Buffet Express, introduced in 1932 and soon given the unromantic nickname the Beer Train by thirsty Cambridge undergraduates, who thronged the buffet car to quaff Watney’s Pale or Mann’s Brown Ale well before the pubs opened at lunchtime.

Most of these celebrated services have passed into history (although the Flying Scotsman name lives on still with the 10 a.m. departure to Edinburgh), and the expresses on the electronic departure board in the concourse this lunchtime are listed unceremoniously by just the names of the cities they serve – Glasgow, Inverness, Newcastle, York, Leeds. But wait. Popping up in bright orange LEDs (the familiar whispering clatter of the mechanical destination board now a thing of past) is the announcement of my own train – the 12.15 to Cambridge and King’s Lynn. Not just a train, you understand. the cambridge express, the indicator declares importantly, 12.15. platform 1. As it happens, the Cambridge Express is a rather unassuming train, even by the modest standards of its own heritage, consisting of a suburban electric Networker unit usually employed in shuttling commuters to and from the north London suburbs. There is no buffet, no trolley, and any undergraduate on board panting for a snifter would need to have stocked up in advance at the station Threshers. But let’s celebrate that a sentimental heart still beats somewhere in the corporate headquarters of First Capital Connect, the train’s operator, and that we are able to take an ‘express’ at all, since my destination is Norwich, and the trains on the direct line from Liverpool Street are disrupted by engineering work.

The train fairly rattles (in both senses of the word) along the line on its non-stop journey to Cambridge, and it is possible still to derive a little glamour by association, since this is the train the Queen sometimes takes when she travels to Sandringham. In these thrifty days it is good PR for Her Majesty to be seen to travel on a normal service, rather than wheeling out the full pomp of the Royal Train, though her retinue customarily book out an entire first-class section, which is then locked to avoid her encountering gawping commuters – and one imagines that a Fortnum’s hamper is adequate compensation for the lack of a buffet car. For me, there’s a swift change of trains at Ely, one of the nicest stations on the network, with the great square tower of the Norman cathedral looming over a green landscape rendered even more charming on this late spring afternoon by an archery competition taking place in the field alongside the tracks. The main line across the Fens to Norwich is one of the most delightful in Britain, still staffed by signallers pulling primitive wires to operate traditional semaphore signals in Victorian wooden signal boxes at places called Shippea Hill, Lakenheath, Thetford, Harling Road, Eccles Road, Attleborough, Spooner Row and Wymondham. Enjoy the atmosphere while you can, since the signals are due to be dismantled and replaced with an electronic system by 2013. Soon I am at Norwich, with a minute to spare for my branch line train north to the coast along the Bittern Line to Sheringham.

There’s an irony here since the Bittern Line, running for thirty and a half miles through the Broads to the north Norfolk seaside, offers many things – ancient landscapes, historic houses and churches, ravishing vistas across unspoilt wetlands and pretty Victorian seaside resorts – but you will be lucky to see the bird that gives the line its name. This small heron-like creature is one of Britain’s rarest breeding birds – on an average winter fewer than a hundred specimens are recorded throughout the country. Twitchers (bird watchers, who must not be confused with gricers, who are trainspotters) stalk the Norfolk reed beds in the hope of catching the sound of the bittern’s famous boom. The bird’s cry is the lowest-pitched and furthest-carrying song of any European bird, audible more than three miles away. But we are unlikely to hear the sound today, even if a flock of bitterns were perched on a platform fence, since, in common with many British branch line trains, our 1980s Class 156 two-carriage diesel train has noisy underfloor engines and screeching wheels.

But who cares? The compensations are abundant as we pull out over the points from Norwich Thorpe. How many other railways in Europe link a historic medieval city, a national park and an area of outstanding natural beauty, along with some of the nation’s most unspoilt seaside resorts, over such a brief distance? And how many departures from city stations have been celebrated in classics of children’s literature? A journey beginning at Norwich Thorpe station was the introduction to Dick and Dorothea Callum’s Broadland holiday adventure in Arthur Ransome’s 1934 novel Coot Club. It might have been a proud LNER Sandringham Class steam engine on the front in those days, but the scene is the same today. ‘They crossed a bridge,’ wrote Ransome, ‘and there was the river on both sides of the line, the old river on the left curving round by the village of Thorpe with crowds of yachts and cabin cruisers tied up under the gardens.’

There’s a carnival atmosphere on the train this afternoon, as we rattle north over the points at Whitlingham Junction. (Whitlingham willows are renowned for putting the spring into many a Test match cricket bat.) Arthur, the conductor, explains that there’s a specially cheery crowd aboard this afternoon because Norwich folk are travelling down to Cromer for the annual Crab and Lobster Festival on the coast. Lucky old Cromer, since the weather for a Whitsun weekend is uncharacteristically hot. It is exactly fifty-two years ago to the day that Philip Larkin wrote ‘Whitsun Weddings’, one of the most famous railway poems of all, as he took a journey on a similarly warm afternoon out of Hull, where he was the university’s librarian. ‘All windows down, all cushions hot,’ he wrote as his train pulled slowly through the eastern counties on its journey to London.

Today the seats are hot all right, but our train has neither air conditioning, nor, as in Larkin’s day, those old-fashioned windows with leather straps that would drop down to let in a waft of spring air. But the views are magnificent as we climb past the Norwich fringes and into open countryside, with the froth of may and cherry blossom everywhere, exuberant after one of the harshest winters for more than half a century. Overgrown line-side vegetation whips against the side of the train, and it is easy to forget that until Beeching had his way the Bittern Line was an important main line from London, with named expresses such as the Broadsman, the East Anglian and the Norfolkman, speeding eager families to the resorts and holiday camps of the Norfolk coast in the days when Torremolinos and Benidorm were just exotic names in a school atlas.

The railways of East Anglia were especially badly savaged by the cuts of the 1950s and 1960s, and the Bittern Line is the last surviving branch line on the national network north from Norwich. No longer do slow trains clatter into the platform at Snettisham, Fakenham and Potter Heigham. The days when it was possible to buy a day return from Whitwell & Reepham to Hindolveston or Melton Constable, or an arthritic porter incanted the names of little stations from Martham (for Rollesby) to Paston & Knapton, are fast fading from memory.

Such was the speed of the railway mania of the nineteenth century (and the social change that was swept along with it) that within fifty years of the opening of the Stockton and Darlington Railway in the heart of the industrial north, almost nobody even in rural East Anglia was more than five miles from a railway station. The problem was that there was no central strategy and no planning. Minor railways were built, not because there was anyone in particular to use them, but as a way of stopping rivals encroaching on your turf. For the best part of eighty years this did not matter. As John Brodribb, historian of the east of England’s railways, comments in his book Branches and Byways – East Anglia, ‘the railways became an unchanging fixed part of the fabric of rural life: people set their clocks by them, went to school, went to war, went to get married on them. If only …’

If only. Until the hatchet men and bean counters came along in the 1960s, nobody seemed to have noticed that Norfolk’s branch lines were being used by very few people. The truth was – and utter it quietly – few local lines had ever, in their history, been used much at all. The axe fell swiftly on most, and the main line to Cromer, along which our train is sashaying this afternoon, was downgraded to a branch. But at least it survived.

Salhouse, the first stop out of Norwich, is just the sort of quiet village that would have lost its services had it not been on the route of the old main line. As it is, there is not much here except memories. Although one of the brick station buildings from the original East Norfolk Railway survives, with cheery Victorian cast iron spandrels supporting the canopy, the waiting room and the cubbyhole where porters supped their tea between trains is now boarded up, although someone has taken the trouble to fill the platform tubs with violas and there is lilac tumbling over the platform fence. There are other ghosts too. When the journalist Alexander Frater came this way in the 1980s for his book Stopping Train Britain he observed that during World War II there had been more than eighty airfields in East Anglia, and Salhouse was one of them. In Frater’s time many railway staff still had memories of the war, and his train driver, Reg Reynolds, told him, ‘Just over there, beyond the fence, was where they parked F for Freddie. The crew always waved when we steamed past. I remember those young chaps in their sheepskin jackets smiling and waving. After each mission they painted a white bomb on the nose of the plane, and we used to count those bombs and wonder how long their luck would last. Well, it lasted up to the seventeenth white bomb and we never saw them again.’

This is gentle country. As we head down the gradient to the next stop at Hoveton & Wroxham – ‘the gateway to the Broads’ – a pair of red admiral butterflies bump against the window and a hare kicks its heels away from the train. This is the classic East Anglian landscape celebrated by Adrian Bell, who wrote his ‘Countryman’s Notebook’ column in the local East Anglian Daily Times for thirty years as well as twenty books about the countryside hereabouts. Never heard of Adrian Bell? His son Martin Bell, the BBC war reporter, still flies the family standard for journalism. Back in 1934 Arthur Ransome wrote of Dick and Dorothea Callum’s approach to Wroxham in Coot Club, ‘The train was slowing up. It crossed another river and for a moment they caught a glimpse of moored houseboats with smoke from their chimneys where people were cooking midday meals, an old mill and a bridge with lots of masts behind it. And then the train came to a stop …’ There’s still an old wooden signal box here that Dick and Dorothea might recognise – the last one remaining on the line – being restored with money from the Railway Heritage Trust. It looks odd, being painted in what appear to be the chocolate and cream colours of the Great Western Railway. But one of the workmen taking a rest on the platform tells me these were also the colours used on the line in the Great Eastern Railway days of yore.

Today the train fills up with teenagers from a less innocent age, swigging Slush Puppies and chattering over the sound of iPods firmly clamped to ears. There’s some tuttutting from some of the oldies in the Cromer festival crowd, but young passengers are the lifeblood of lines such as this, in country areas where local buses are few and the wait for a driving licence at seventeen seems interminable. Hoveton and Wroxham are two villages on either side of the River Bure, which used to be navigable as far as the neighbouring town of Aylsham, but these days it is better to change onto the little narrow-gauge steam train that chugs along the trackbed of the closed branch line that ran between Wroxham and County School on the Wymondham to Wells-next-the-Sea railway – another Beeching victim. One of the little 15-inch gauge engines, polished and burnished like a blackberry, is simmering alluringly on the turntable, ready to take its next train back to Aylsham, traversing Norfolk’s only railway tunnel on the way. But I must get on, because the lobsters and crabs of Cromer cannot wait.

As we head north from Hoveton & Wroxham, sheep form little white dots across the landscape as far as the eye can see, a sight that has greeted travellers over millennia, since we are approaching Worstead, where the famous worsted cloth was first spun in the twelfth century by weavers from Flanders. (Not a spellcheck error. Both versions are correct, deriving from the Anglo-Saxon name Wrdesteda, as it appears in the Domesday Book.) Here, visible along the line, crowning the flat landscape, is a series of fine churches created by the prosperity of the wool trade. First, St Swithin’s, Ashmanhaugh, whose round tower is the narrowest in England. Then there is St Mary’s, Tunstead, with its magnificent medieval rood screen, and St Bartholomew’s, Sloley, so close to the track that you could almost reach out and touch the mossy headstones in the graveyard. Grandest of all is St Mary’s, Worstead, a mile from the station, whose tower dominates the landscape with greater presence than many an English cathedral.

Don’t alight at Worstead hoping to take some of its famous cloth home with you: it hasn’t been made here for more than a century. The last weaver John Cubitt died in 1882 aged ninety-one. But the village itself is as nice as you will find anywhere in rural England, and worsted is still produced in the UK, especially in mills around Huddersfield, and remains one of the most desirable fabrics in the world. Why is it so special? Ask the Prince of Wales, David Beckham, and the royalty of the Premier League who buy their bespoke worsted suits in Savile Row, where prices are £4,000 upwards. The secret, apparently, lies in the long fibres woven into parallel lines, giving the cloth an ability to ‘bounce back’ – certainly better than the England football team’s performance over recent years.

The next station, North Walsham, still has long platforms dating from the days when the Norfolk Coast Express and the Broadsman, complete with restaurant car, drew up importantly here on their way from Liverpool Street. But no original buildings remain, just some scantily constructed bus shelters – the signature of post-Beeching stations across the land. Arthur hops onto the platform for a natter with the driver, in time-honoured branch line idiom, as we wait for a southbound train to trundle off the single-track section ahead. In a siding a maroon and gold Class 66 freight diesel thrums gently in the hot afternoon at the head of a train of tanker wagons. The railwaymen explain that this is the last daily freight train left in rural Norfolk, where hundreds of sugar beet trains once ran, and contains condensate – a by-product of the North Sea gas industry, which is taken by train from here to Harwich for processing. ‘They’ll never close this bit. It’s strat-eee-gic, see,’ Arthur tells me in his slow Norfolk accent, explaining that liquid gas is piped from the North Sea to the North Walsham rail terminal. ‘Essential for the security of our fuel supplies,’ the other man tells me conspiratorially, with an age-old gesture to the side of his nose.

But suddenly it’s getting busy as a third train arrives, bound for Norwich, bearing a jumble of liveries – one coach in the grey and white colours of National Express, the operator of the line, and another bearing the lime-green insignia of Central Trains, a franchise that no longer exists. All very jolly, and a reminder, in the modern era of corporate identity and focus groups, of the pre-grouping era before 1923, when many branch lines were operated by a ragbag of colourful coaches pensioned off from the main lines to see out their dotage in forgotten parts of the countryside. North Walsham was once famous for another collection of old carriages – the camping coaches popular in the 1930s and in 1950s austerity Britain, which offered cheap holidays and a touch of adventure for small children whose families could not run to a seaside hotel, as well as providing a useful afterlife for rolling stock too decrepit for its wheels to turn any longer. The station sidings here were once in the record books as the location of the biggest collection of camping coaches in the country. However, camping coach holidays were not all romance – as I discovered as a boy during a family holiday at the end of a siding at Felixstowe, not far from here. The carriage may have once passed its days glamorously as part of crack expresses from King’s Cross, but the most enduring memory for me was the ripe odour of the chemical toilet, which had to be emptied in the station gents every day. North Walsham has another more conventional claim to fame – as the place where Lord Nelson went to school between 1768 and 1771. Paston Grammar School is still open for business, and its playing fields are just across the road from the station.

No such privations at the next stop, Gunton, where the buildings on the northbound platform have been splendidly restored, and are in use as a private house. With original cast iron signs marked porter and station master, red fire buckets and enamel advertisements for Colman’s Starch and ‘Corona Sparkling Drinks and Squashes – Drink all the Year Round’, it is straight out of the Antiques Roadshow and won a National Railway Heritage Award in 2009 – although this may not be much consolation to passengers, who must huddle in a single bus shelter on the bare platform opposite as they observe enviously the elegant interior decorations through the windows. The building was originally the best appointed of all the stations on the line, since it was equipped to cater for royal visitors dropping in to see Lord Suffield, one of the biggest investors in the building of the line, at his lovely home at Gunton Hall nearby. Indeed Stanley Hurn, the present owner and the man who restored the station, is himself a potentate of the modern age as a distinguished international banker and freeman of the City of London.

Soon we pass a weed-covered embankment curving away to the left, where the expresses once headed direct to Sheringham, but so many tracks have been lifted in these parts that our train will have to undertake a complicated reversal to get there. There is no mistaking the approach to Cromer. The tower of the church of St Peter and St Paul soars over the town, and at 160 feet is the tallest in Norfolk. In the minds of railway enthusiasts, Cromer station has a similarly exalted status as one of only three surviving on the national network from the days of the fabled Midland and Great Northern Joint Railway. Like that other legendary joint line, the Somerset and Dorset, the ‘Muddle and Get Nowhere’, as it was known, has acquired an almost mythical status, hard to appreciate unless you can understand that curious cocktail of nostalgia, sentiment and overwhelming sense of loss that fuels railway enthusiasm. It was ‘an extraordinary network of routes’, writes Matthew Engel in his book Eleven Minutes Late,

stitched together in 1893 from a series of individual lines, and extending for 183 miles from its two separate junctions with the Great Northern north of Peterborough across the wide open spaces of the Fens and rural Norfolk. It was like a giant fantasy, with a map reminiscent of the Rev. W. Awdry’s map of Sodor. The M & GN barely seemed to intersect with the real world; little golden-ochre engines pulled varnished wooden carriages to places an outsider might hardly believe existed.

When the entire M & GN network was shut by British Railways in 1959, except for the little stretch along the coast from here to West Runton, Sheringham and Melton Constable, it was the biggest single railway closure yet seen in Britain. Herein perhaps lies the paradox of the line’s attraction: the more the memories fade, the greater the potency of the legend in the magical, misty-eyed and ultimately unreachable country of railway enthusiasm.

These days, to most people’s eyes, Cromer station is a sad place – just a single platform with a bus shelter and a disused signal box. Where the sidings once stood and where the shiny blue Claud Hamilton express engines of the Great Eastern Railway were buffed and polished before the journey back to Liverpool Street stands a large Morrisons supermarket and a Carpetright warehouse designed in the modern fake vernacular style intended to be inoffensive but which is frequently quite the opposite. The splendid Arts and Crafts-style M & GN station building still stands, though it has become, according to the sign outside, BUDDIES BAR AND LOUNGE. NORTH NORFOLK’S PREMIER NIGHTCLUB. LIVE DJS. SKY SPORTS AND WEEKLY BANDS. At least the awning over what was once the ticket office entrance has been preserved, with the railway’s initials still embedded ornately in the wrought iron. I ask a group of men, stripped to the waist and drinking bottles of Budweiser outside, accompanied by a ferocious-looking bull terrier, if the Midland and Great Northern Railway means anything to them. ‘Dunno what you’re talking about, mate. But if you’re wanting a ticket, they ain’t sold any here for years.’

I head for the exit, where there’s a sign saying WELCOME TO CROMER, GEM OF THE NORFOLK COAST – and gem, if such a word has any meaning in the cliché book of tourism, it turns out to be. Not much seems to have changed since it was described in Jane Austen’s Emma as ‘the best of all sea bathing places’. The Crossways tobacconist on the road to the seafront has advertisements for ‘Bishop’s Move’ tobacco and ‘special medicated snuff’ as well as a window full of politically incorrect paraphernalia. Especially prized here seem to be those revolving ashtrays once ubiquitous in every respectable British sitting room but these days only to be found in the bars of cheap Balkan hotels. Cromer recently had the blessing of John Betjeman’s daughter Candida Lycett-Green, who wrote an article in the Oldie magazine in July 2010 extolling its virtues: ‘Cromer is a magical place … all red-pantile roofs, cedar trees, pinnacled Edwardian houses with flamboyant verandahs’ set against ‘a broad back-drop of slate-blue sea’. She adds, ‘It was the arrival of the railway in 1877 which finally put the gilt on Cromer’s gingerbread …’

It certainly did, and by Edwardian times Cromer was among the most fashionable of seaside resorts. The new trains were filled with well-heeled holidaymakers who packed the swank hotels. But the glory did not last long. For decades Cromer slumbered in slightly shabby gentility, although these days it is being rediscovered by a different middle-class tribe, who are thronging the Waitrose and Marks & Spencer cookery demonstrations on the seafront this afternoon.

At least that grande dame of Edwardian hospitality, the Hotel de Paris, is still in business. Smart-jacketed waiters lounge at the entrance high above the pier, its wallflower-red sandstone frontage now heavily worn by more than a century of spray. Old ladies toddle in on walking sticks for afternoon tea as they have done for more than a century. Back then it was the seafront residence of Lord Suffield, and Edward VII would slip in by a side entrance for a spot of recreation with Lily Langtry. ‘Stephen Fry was once a waiter here,’ one woman tells me proudly. ‘He looked lovely in his uniform, and was especially fond of old ladies! These days, there are so many old folk here, they call it the Saga Hotel.’

Could there be a jollier spring afternoon at the English seaside than today? Small boys jostle each other as they cast for crabs off the pier while the mayors of Cromer and Sheringham rattle their chains as they prepare to present awards for the most impressive catch. Tonight at the Pier Theatre Joe Brown ‘of Joe Brown and the Bruvvers, the famous 1960s rock group’ is playing. (Not so different, in their ability to thrill today’s oldies, from Herr Moritz Wurm and the Blue Viennese Band, who topped the bill in Edwardian times.) On the seafront an elderly fisherman flashes arthritic fingers to weave a crab trap. ‘Just call me Speedy,’ he says. ‘Doesn’t half make your fingers sore when the wife asks you to do the washing up afterwards. But these Cromer crabs are the tastiest in the country. We catch ‘em small, you see,’ he tells me in a ‘Singing Postman’ Norfolk lilt. ‘But they’re stupid buggers – you can get forty or fifty of ‘em crawling into the trap at the same time.’

As the sun starts to set and the ice-cream sellers pack up, the trains are few and far between, so I decide to walk along the coast to my destination for the night – the old Midland and Great Northern Railway’s hotel at West Runton, the next station along the line to Sheringham. The M & GN may not have had much of a talent for running railways, but it spotted an opportunity to develop a coastline of fishing villages marooned in the Middle Ages into what it hoped would be a playground for its clients – the weary miners and hosiery workers of the east Midlands. Why would anyone want to build a rambling half-timbered Edwardian hotel in the middle of a north Norfolk village backwater? Answer: plan a golf course around it. And it is this that has helped what is now called the Links Country Park Hotel stagger into the twenty-first century, as the holiday camps and boarding houses around here have fallen out of fashion.

The walk, parallel to the tracks along a National Trust coast, starts promisingly, past sunny pastel beach huts. In some parts of north Norfolk beach huts sell to affluent Londoners for more than the price of a terraced house in areas of northern England. Seemingly endless caravan sites dominate the view. (What is the collective noun for a large number of caravans on a beautiful coastline? The London media folk who have colonised the nearby Georgian town of Holt might say ‘excrescence’, but who is to deny these neat caravanners their lovely views of the sun setting over the sea as they fire up their barbecues?)

I am hot and hungry when I book into the hotel, which sits next to the single-platform station. The Links is a grand and rather elegant dowager with make-up fading – the gilded o from the hotel name has fallen off the façade. It was while staying here, recovering from enteric fever, that Arthur Conan Doyle had the idea for his famous mystery The Hound of the Baskervilles, drawing on the ghostly legend of Black Shuck, the hell hound of Norfolk, who was said to have roamed the lanes along the coast. The ivy-clad Gothic façade of nearby Cromer Hall is supposed to have been the model for Baskerville Hall. How did the story get translated to Dartmoor? Who knows? But visible from my bedroom window is Beacon Hill, at 338 feet the highest point in Norfolk. No dramatic West Country moor, certainly, but dramatic enough and a rebuttal of the great myth about the county perpetuated by Noel Coward in his play Private Lives: ‘Very flat, Norfolk.’

There’s more drama still to be had in West Runton, as I head hungrily for the only pub in the village. I fantasise that ‘choux puffs with Cromer crab and coriander’ might be on the menu, as well as some other foodie marvels from the crab festival afternoon. ‘No food tonight, mate,’ says the young barman. ‘But it was a bit different here in the old days,’ he tells me as I settle for a packet of salt and vinegar crisps and half a pint of Adnam’s. ‘Can you believe the Sex Pistols played here once? And T. Rex, The Clash, the Boomtown Rats, King Crimson, Thin Lizzy, Blue Oyster Cult …’ He reels off a fantasy line-up of rock bands from the 1970s. ‘Before my time. You look as though you might remember them days, mate. Look at the blue plaque outside.’ It turns out that this was the site of the legendary West Runton Pavilion, a dance hall converted to an off-the-beaten-track venue for groups to test out their UK tours. The idea was that the remoteness made it inaccessible to sneery metropolitan music journalists. Even Chuck Berry played here before the pavilion was demolished in 1986. But who will ever know whether the Father of Rock’n’Roll arrived on the tracks of the Midland and Great Northern or if this sleepy Norfolk village once reverberated to his famous song ‘Downbound Train’:

The passengers were most a motley crew,

Some were foreigners and others he knew.

Rich men in broadcloth, beggars in rags,

Handsome young ladies and wicked old hags.

Surely he cannot have been referring to the ladies of the West Runton and District Women’s Institute, who are busy watering the station garden when I arrive to catch the early train to Sheringham next morning. Here are Jane Bothwell and her WI friends, who have adopted the station and turned the site of the demolished buildings into a kind of paradise garden – a riot of early summer bloom, with roses tumbling over a pergola. ‘Look, this is a heuchera, and this a phormium,’ she tells me. ‘And this is a Margery Fish clematis.’ ‘Don’t worry about me,’ says one of the husbands helping out. ‘I’m just an appendage and I do what I’m told.’ The station noticeboard is festooned with certificates – ‘Gold Award, Anglia in Bloom’, ‘Best Community Rail Image’, ‘Voted Best Station Adopter Group’. ‘I’ve lived round here all my life and I’ve known this station since I was a girl,’ says Mrs Bothwell. ‘Here, where the geraniums are, was once the stationmaster’s house. It used to be full of life and we keep the site alive to this day. We love this place.’

‘You tangle with these ladies at your peril,’ says Ian Dinmore, Norfolk County Council’s community rail officer, who is aboard the train, busy on his beat, chivvying up the local communities to use and get involved with the line. ‘They are the most ferocious protectors of the local railways. If Beeching ever came along here again, I wouldn’t fancy his chances.’ Ian, the son of a railwayman, who ended his British Railways career as one of the now extinct breed of East Anglian stationmasters, now treads the fine line between hard-headed commercial rail operators and communities determined never to have another Beeching closure again, even if most local people actually prefer their cars. But there can be no greater enthusiast than Ian, whose knowledge of the line is encyclopedic. ‘Did you see the concrete pigs by the track up to Cromer? And some say that a headless horseman appears alongside the line at Gunton on the anniversary of Ann Boleyn’s death?’

Ian is especially delighted about the recently reopened link between the Network Rail terminus at Sheringham and the five-mile rump of the M & GN line to Holt, severed nearly half a century ago by Beeching, which is now run by preservationists as the Poppy Line. The 200-yard track connection across a busy road means that trains can run directly onto one of Britain’s most successful heritage railways. Why go to the trouble of severing it in the first place? British Railways managers had no interest in maintaining links with lines that they regarded as fit for the scrapheap, especially as they saw preservationists succeeding where they had failed. To this day there are thriving preserved lines possessing junctions with the national network across which trains are not allowed to run. Even on the new link at Sheringham Network Rail has imposed a limit of twelve trains a year.

On the other side of the crossing, in the old porters’ office in the Poppy Line station, I have a cup of tea with Trevor Eady, the general manager. ‘I’m not a rail buff or a railwayman,’ he says. ‘Until I retired I was a manager at Norwich airport.’ But he seems to know a lot about the old railway and tells me proudly of how his thirty-two staff and 600 volunteers have captured the atmosphere of the old M & GN. ‘The station here is painted in the authentic colours of the old railway company. After being cut back to almost nothing, how nice for the M & GN to be expanding again. But this is no mausoleum. People will always be interested in the railways. All you need is to have a steam loco sitting out in the platform and families suddenly appear from all over the place. For folk who have never seen a steam train – and there are more and more of them – it’s a mystery and a marvel.’

‘But what about the poppies on the Poppy line?’ I ask since it occurs to me that I haven’t seen a single one on my journey. ‘Ah,’ he says, slightly embarrassed. ‘Well, we don’t always mean it literally.’

Poppyland, apparently, was a name coined by Clement Scott, a Victorian theatre critic of the Daily Telegraph. For the world-weary journalist, north Norfolk was a land of dreams – especially as he appears to have installed a mistress locally – and Scott wrote a series of drippingly sentimental articles about the area called the Poppyland Papers – though, something of a snob, he later he came to regret his part in popularising the area for the masses.

Back at Norwich Thorpe station, the 17.30 service home to London is already at the platform in the charge of Class 90 electric express locomotive No. 90005 Vice Admiral Lord Nelson. While the Cambridge Express was a suburban train pretending to be a grand one, this is quite the opposite – a once-grand train fallen on humbler times. In the new world of HS2, TGV, ICE and other super-fast trains defined by acronyms, Lord Nelson and its carriages are a dinosaur among expresses. The 1980s-built loco is rusting and patched in places with mastic, while the moquette in the once-luxurious Mark III coaches is fading, the carriages showing few signs of their former glamorous life on the crack Anglo-Scottish expresses from Euston to Glasgow. The final indignity came in 2009, when the Norwich trains lost all their restaurant cars, Lowestoft kippers for breakfast and all. This was the last all-day restaurant service on any main line railway in Britain, ending a tradition going back to 1879. Before long, modern multiple units will take over, and the days of heroic express trains on Liverpool Street services will be at an end. As he stands at the buffers in Liverpool Street at the close of his journey, Vice Admiral Lord Nelson emits a muffled electronic sigh, as though he knows that an era is almost at its close.



 

[image: figure]

Fit for a Duke: Originally the private station of the Dukes of Sutherland, Dunrobin Castle is one of the charms of the Far North Line for modern travellers. Here, a Class 158 unit arrives with an Inverness-bound train on 30 June 2010.
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