Letter to RAIL, 20th September, 1995
“Railway supporters … come out of their corners fighting” (Leader, 261)?

Wave their feather dusters over the top of the trench, more like!


If, in all the long years of contraction and decline, railway supporters had understood what needed to be done, we wouldn’t be in this fix today.


Either railway people have a childlike belief that democratic government will ensure the success of the right transport system, or they realise that there must be a fight and shrink from it because they haven’t the stomach.


There are two ways of achieving desired ends under democracy: you can buy what you want or you can make a lot of noise. Road transport lobbyists use both methods.


Since there has not been a railway industry lobby for a very long time, and it is unlikely that the present carve-up will ever produce one, it should be up to railway supporters, without the purchasing power, to create an unholy racket.


Yet what is heard from them? Fanny Adams! The only campaigning support for the railway comes from well-meaning, but largely ineffectual, pressure groups and from individuals who are not necessarily interested in the railway, but who are convinced that it is a system with great potential.


In my experience, the great majority of those who follow railways in one form or another couldn’t care less about the promotion of the modern, useful means of transport. And I say this with no ill feeling: it is because I have numerous friends and acquaintances that I can refer to their political inaction with certainty. For most, their lives revolve around the motor car and the railway is just a fringe activity—just so much fun. Unwittingly, through subscriptions, taxes and purchases, they actually do more for the road transport camp.


Every local authority in Britain is now producing its plans for sustainable development under Rio Agenda 21. It is a heaven-sent opportunity for railway people to pounce on council officers demanding that they favour public transport systems. Provision can be made in structure plans for when the railway is put back together and in a position to expand and diversify. This is one situation in which railway supporters are free to put ideas forward and press for change.


But what is the attraction of political lobbying when you can be snapping yet another redundant diesel or spotting the number of a Wickham gang car or living out yesteryear? Who cares about the challenge of today when you can regress to a more cosy, happy era?


Maybe you are over-reaching your purpose. Surely the railway journals—even those which concern themselves with current issues—are only meant to be talkshops, not rallying banners for serious-minded railway supporters.

Sadly, I would bet my last dollar that your “Call to Arms” has not stirred one of your readership.

Letter to RAIL, 25th October, 1995 and to Western Morning News, 2nd October, 1995
The movement of a diesel power car from Crewe to Plymouth was rightly described as “absurd” by Devonport MP, David Jamieson.


But this sort of thing has been going on for years, since the railway ceased being a self-contained transport system. It is now dependent on road transport for the delivery of stores and equipment, for maintenance of track and signals, and even, when there is a bit of flooding, for movement of passengers.


You do not have to be very observant, when using the A38, to recognize lorries carrying bogies and engine parts destined for Laira depot. But there is a great amount of other ‘rail’ traffic along this route, as everything the railway needs—stationery, publicity, clothing, engineering supplies—is now carted in by road. Railtrack is even forced to send internal post by courier service.


This is what happens when a railway is taken apart and it goes back further than privatization, to the business-led approach of the ‘eighties.


It is virtually impossible to identify exact costs in an organization as complex and interdependent as the railway—a fact discovered after the huge damage of the Beeching era. Apportioning notional costs often leads to failure or withdrawal of constituent parts, which then means a greater burden for the remainder.


In a unified system, one central service might do five jobs; divide the whole and you could end up with five services, each with attendant baggage, doing less than the one service did before. Or, most likely, the work ends up with outside agencies.


Even before Railtrack was created, freight traffic was being lost because it could not bear the theoretical track costs set against it. The idea that any extra contribution towards fixed costs was better than none at all got brushed aside by the new order, obsessed with book-entry.


What at first seems ridiculous—an HST power car on a low-loader—is only the result of railway management taking a matter-of-fact decision within the framework imposed upon them. If Railtrack demanded £5,000 in track access charges, before the cost of manning fuel was considered, and the road haulier shifted the diesel for £3,000 all-told, surely the correct decision was made.


Perhaps Mr. Jamieson should leave railway management alone and direct the flak towards the people at Westminster.

Letter to RAIL, 7th December, 1995

Whoever is responsible for putting a price to Railtrack’s assets is probably using traditional accounting methods, which make a billion pounds seem a less barmy total.

According to my reference book, “Railways,” by W.V. Wood, Controller of Costs and Stats., L.M. & S.R., and Sir Josiah Stamp, President of the Executive, published in 1928, capital valuation of railway way and works is based on the actual original costs.


“When a new line is constructed, capital account is charged with the actual cost to the company of the land purchased, of compensation for damage to other property not acquired, and of the cuttings, embankments, tunnels, bridges, signals, yards, railway track and stations, etc., and until the works cease to be used, this expenditure remains unaltered in the capital account.


“It will be seen that the capital expenditure account disregards changes in value of money, and until an asset ceases to be necessary, it is retained in capital at its first cost, however often it may be renewed. Capital expenditure does not, therefore, represent either the present value of the assets, or the cost of their construction at the present time, and there is no writing up or down of values during the life of the assets or at their replacement.”


When a bridge or building is replaced, for example, the capital account is only increased if the new structure is an improvement; and then only by the difference between like-for-like replacement at modern prices and the actual cost of the new work.


Incidentally, in 1928, British railways’ capital expenditure in way and works amounted to £900,000,000, which was of course a gross under-valuation even then. Write off all the property lost and add on improvements like electrification and power signalling and you arrive at an historical capital account figure for today.

At least the railway has some value. For investment in the way and works of our major competitor is somehow lost in the ether. Roads are worth nothing. If they had a capital value, Government would want to see an 8% return from it.


Or perhaps roads are there for the general good they do and are thus spared from the vulgarities of commerce.

Letter to RAIL, 6th January, 1996

Wesley Paxton put some sensible points in his “Practical Privatising” (RAIL 269), but he wrongly likened the railway to other means of transport.


Road surfaces, the air and the sea are media which cars, planes and vessels make unconfined contact with in order to pass; whereas the track and vehicles of a guided transport system are inseparable, precision parts of the same machine—like a typewriter and its carriage, or an engine block and its pistons.


This distinguishing feature is one reason why Swiss Federal Railways, unanswerable to Brussels, has decided against separation of infrastructure and operations.


But then it could be asked: What do the Swiss know about running railways?

Letter to RAIL, 22nd January, 1996
Forty years on, it is easy to criticize the B.R. Modernization Plan for its fatally flawed vision of the future.


Howard Johnston’s well prepared articles, while analyzing the contents of the plan, perhaps failed to convey the mood of the times, which would have gone some way towards explaining the rashness of the B.T.C. management.


The railway system, being already well over 100 years old, had become such an established part of British life that it was difficult for anyone, least of all those within the industry, to make entirely rational decisions about its future purpose or direction. Railway officers who had grown accustomed to a comfortable existence and who expected a career to last a working lifetime, naturally thought of their industry as indestructible, despite the obvious threats. Empires at their zenith usually show all the signs of decline, but they are never heeded.


In a way, it is a legacy of the time when railways were supreme that reporting of disruption today still assumes importance, long after the railway in many cases has ceased having any real effect in transport terms.


Institutions are hard to undermine. Is not the bought hierarchy at the D.o.T. suffering from the same delusions that afflicted the officers of the B.T.C. in 1955? As the Government’s ridiculous road building programme falls apart, is history not repeating itself, like of course it does so often?


After the Titanic was struck, it was not until the stern of the great ship began to rise up out of the water that passengers realized White Star’s claims would not save them from their hopeless plight.


The reason, I think, why British transport planners (if indeed there really are any) often develop, as Howard Johnston put it, “half-baked policy,” is because they fail to look ahead far enough. But then perhaps our system of government is suited to planning for transport with a five to ten year useful life, and most unsuited to considering anything as durable as railway assets. After all, this long- term government is clapped out at roughly half the age of a railway locomotive.
Letter to RAIL
, 15th February, 1996

You will know of the rivalry that exists around here between brown badge and green badge men, so I am sure you will not look upon it as nit-picking when I point out a howler in “Around the Regions” (RAIL 272).

Yelverton, the junction of the Princetown Branch, was on the G.W.R. line from Tavistock Junction to Launceston, not the L. & S.W.R. main line.


Your serious, in-depth interviews in the last two issues were first-class railway journalism. There was just one discrepancy: in discussing the matter of equal terms with Clare Short, you referred to the cost-benefit analysis used to reject railway schemes. Surely it is the lack of any system of determining and costing hidden benefits, such as is used to justify road building, which is the great disadvantage. No new road would be built if it had to satisfy the straightforward investment criteria applied to railways.


Clare Short may well prove to be another Barbara Castle. Ultimately, though, it is the unseen—and unchanging—faces in the department which have the real power, so there can be no substitute for an industry being able to stick up for itself and not being reliant on sympathetic politicians.


It strikes me that all the damn’ crazy upheaval of recent years, and all the scandalous waste, might have been avoided simply by leaving the railway as it was and appointing Edward Burkhardt chairman of the B.R.B.!

Letter to RAIL, 5th March, 1996

Who needs the men in suits?

Whether we like Ed Burkhardt being “over ‘ere” or not, he is a man whose words and deeds must win him the respect of all genuine railway people. He has the industry at heart and for this I would be glad to buy him a drink.


Though I am not a Labour supporter, I must admit that, insofar as the system allows, Clare Short is a conscientious politician. She seems to be the sort of spirited girl with whom you could have a good slanging match.


Your interviews with both of them provided stimulating reading, the sort that grabs you and propels you along.


Then, to bring us back to grim reality, there was the transcript of Salmon’s lecture to a gathering of muppets. No falling gradients here, no distants off, as it were; just a block-to-block slog over a difficult road. “Do I really have to read this codswallop?” was my thought.


Salmon and his oppo, Swifty, are two more grey ‘nineties men, whose humourless countenances stare out at you from papers and magazines everywhere. They seem to infest every walk of British life today and the railway, as usual, has not been able to escape this ill.


Anyone who has seen the film Invasion of the Body Snatchers will know what is actually going on. I first saw it coming true years ago when perfectly normal, rounded chaps went off on railway management courses and returned as zombies, devoid of emotion or feeling.


Old Salmon can find himself a plush suite of offices, gather around him a highly paid entourage, issue glossy statements of his purpose and then, within a few years, deliver lectures about how invaluable and indispensable is his limpet organization and its cronies—the lawyers, bankers, accountants, consultants, ad men and assorted gravy train riders.


The ruddy cheek of it: what has been the biggest cause of under-investment in the last few years? What is it that has shut train building factories? Why, the hiatus caused by the creation of a ridiculous structure for running the railways, of which Salmon is a part.

He omits to mention that one of the triumphs of this restructuring is that it turned Inter-City into a loss-maker overnight. There is of course a far better relationship now between the Treasury and the railway: there is the “Money-Go-Round.” The Treasury is now further away and Salmon’s outfit, like the mob, is in between taking its hefty cut, to keep him and his chums in gym clubs and saunas.


“It has been a brave railway manager who has invested revenue this year in order to generate revenue next year … ” comments Salmon. What was East Coast electrification then? Heroism?


He lauds the Network Management Statement which Railtrack have hurriedly cobbled together to meet their statutory obligation. £1-billion a year for ten years: what about the billion a year they didn’t spend during the “maintenance holiday” (a euphemism for neglect)? Anyway, maintenance of assets is not investment; neither is like-for-like renewal.



They latch onto the railway, these people who had previously not devoted five minutes to a study of the subject, and suddenly they are telling the men who have been with it all their lives what is wrong and what needs doing. These power-thinkers, as they would style themselves, of course have the incisiveness to see what the humble mortal cannot and so we are told to be thankful that they have favoured us with their talents and intellect.

Sit them in the corner with The Times crossword, lock them in their rooms at Oxford discussing “feelosofee,” but for heaven’s sake do not let them loose in the real world. Brilliant thinkers, yes, but hopeless for any practical application which requires a lasting solution. They are like the wound-up ringbuster motors fitted to racing cars which whizz around  a track and achieve nothing beneficial. If you want an engine to do a job of work, you install a Gardner.


They expect us to look up to them as if they were kings, but really we should scorn them for their puniness, curse them for the damage that will linger long after they have moved skywards. They are pinheads, whose only purpose is to get by without ever having known productive employment. They perform a service to no-one but themselves. I despise them all.


Let’s have Pol Pot in personnel—to thin out the so-called intelligentsia!

Filling the credibility gap

As one of the besuited “Muppets” present at the Chartered Institute of Transport lecture by Mr. Salmon, I resent being so slighted by Colin Burges (RAIL 275). In fact, there was a long silence at the end of the speech and when the questions started they seemed to be mostly from non-railwaymen.

This would suggest that the hypothesis is that railway finance is now on a sound basis because the Treasury will have to pay out large sums of money; presumably in perpetuity to support a privatised system which has a slight credibility gap.


What, of course, the new system of support does do is stymie simple incremental system development.


Is this not greatly to the benefit of the same City financiers and merchant bankers behind privatisation who also fund the oil industry and the oil for arms trade? See Gerald James’ In the Public Interest for details of arms and oil.


The more inefficient transport is, the greater the amount of oil used. One wonders if there is a conflict of interest here.


Certainly, if it is true that Railtrack is pulling stations out of town centres—something which Dutch research in the 1960s and A.M. Wellington’s classic work on the Economic Theory of the Location of Railways suggest one should never do—it is difficult to believe that Railtrack intends to manage a permanent way.

Robin Whittaker, Canvey Island, Essex
Letter to RAIL, 11th November, 1996

You are quite entitled to shake West Coast like a Jack Russell does a rat and I fully support your efforts to elicit an explanation of the brake failure incident at Watford.


Although there has been much subsequent legislation to regulate the railways and ensure their accountability, the principal reason that railways have forever to serve the public interest, perhaps obscured by the century and a half that has elapsed, is that they were brought into being using powers created by Acts of Parliament. In granting the gross imposition of lines bisecting land and property, Parliament rightly held the power to regulate the privately owned railways so that their special privileges would work for the good of the nation and their nuisance in other respects could be justified.


Whereas the era of massive road building has been quite different, not so much serving the common good as the pockets of vested interests, the railway, being an integral system, unlike a road and its traffic, was given a duty. Responsible railway operators down through the years have understood and accepted this. Leastways, that is how it used to be until the asinine carve-up of recent years.


Perhaps the modern upstarts should be reminded that, in the brave new world, they have not, for the short time that I predict will be theirs, been relieved of the railways’ former obligations. The operation of the railway—the way in which it is done as well as its value as a system—is still a matter of public concern and whether it is easy after the starburst (privatization, disorganization, or whatever it is called), there has to be the same response, collective or otherwise, when a foul-up occurs. Legitimate questions put by journalists on behalf of a disquieted public must be answered. Silence just will not do.

Letter to RAIL, 16th May, 1997
Even though I shall never come to terms with the method of privatization, I must still bring myself to comment as constructively as I can on what develops within the new idiotic organization.


It is commonly thought that, of all the new entrants, “Ed-Rail” offers the greatest hope for the future. Others may go off with a bang and leave a mark, but sadly a lot of what they do will be built on shoddy footings.


Of course, Wisconsin is admired for its professionalism and its businesslike approach to international opportunities; these credentials straight away set it above some of the bit-part players to have bought in of late. But the attributes that I most like—and pin my hopes on—are the no-nonsense style of operation Wisconsin is used to and the weight possibly to change the way we do things in Britain, including even eventual mending of the abominable split between infrastructure and operations.


In the short term, Wisconsin is showing its bullish form by setting out to regenerate wagonload traffic, held to be a lost cause by the previous administration.


One of the problems E.W. & S. has quickly encountered is the sparseness of facilities on the network, and the sad fact that the track authority had no plans to develop or even secure the remaining ones for rail use.

Railtrack has responded to knocking and now makes a half-hearted show of being interested in freight, as reported in RAIL 304, but, as befits a money-grubbing outfit, it will not retain sites for which no immediate rail use can be found.


As if Railtrack’s stance is not bad enough, there is the rump of the B.R.B. to contend with also. The B.R. Property Board, which was left with non-operational land after the creation of Railtrack Property, has sites which well may be important to a railfreight resurgence but has no mandate to serve the railway’s interest; plainly put in this quote from a B.R.B. letter:-

“British Rail’s property holdings are confined to land which is considered surplus to the needs of the operational railway. Railtrack plc now owns the operational estate including sites considered to be of strategic importance for rail development.


“British Rail is under remit to dispose of its surplus property assets as soon as practicable, and at the best available price. The Board is not therefore able to retain sites against possible rail related development, particularly where local authorities and others have no firm acquisition or funding plans.”


For instances of failure to serve the railway’s interest by both old and new organizations, I have only to go to each end of the former Teign Valley Branch.


In 1995, the District Council’s Local Plan contained a policy supporting retention of the freight-only line to Heathfield (vestige of the former Moretonhampstead Branch) and the principle of an interchange next to the A38 trunk road. As if responding to thwart this, B.R. Property, having held onto all the surplus land at Heathfield through 25 years of almost disuse, sold it at auction in February, 1996.


At the other end of the branch, in Exeter, Railtrack is planning to truncate the remaining three-quarters of a mile of the former Exeter Railway because the land is wanted for yet another road improvement and supermarket. This line has survived since 1958 on its freight traffic, latterly only scrap metal from one forwarder whose loading arrangements can be altered to allow the sale of railway formation.

But the track which would be lost in this deal, not many years ago gave access right into one of Exeter’s trading estates and yielded general merchandise traffic from premises adjoining the line. The stop blocks just short of one of the estate’s main roads caused one to think that maybe the planners had envisaged an extended street-running line, like those found on the Continent, and of course in the States, today.


The point is that Railtrack aims to make a fast buck here at the expense possibly of the long term prospects of railfreight. Lifting a railway to build a road and a supermarket flies in the face of current policies meant to encourage sustainable development. Guidance notes issued to authorities now state that further out-of-town shopping development should be resisted; steps must now be taken to reduce road traffic; freight should be put back on rail. The County Council even has a general policy of safeguarding where possible dismantled lines which have further potential, and I doubt this is peculiar to Devon.


If it is to be successful in attracting traders back to rail transport, E.W. & S. will need to reinstate loading points all across the system, and do so quickly and without fuss as the traffic arises. With B.R. and Railtrack intent on emasculating the railway still further, it seems to me that E.W. & S. will have to exert some pressure on local authorities to effect their new policies. For as it is, such is the weight behind them, that in many cases the discredited practices of the ‘eighties continue to roll along like an unstoppable juggernaut.

Letter from the Managing Editor, RAIL, 10th July, 1997

Very many thanks for your letter of the 4th January and my sincere apologies for the long delay in getting back to you at what has been a very busy time for us.


I have now had an opportunity to re-read your article “Against Splitting the Atom” and I have to tell you that I would not envisage being able to make use of this in a forthcoming issue of RAIL and it is therefore returned, with thanks for the opportunity you have given me to consider it.

You are quite right in your covering letter that whilst we opposed various aspects of the way in which the privatization process was pursued, there comes a point at which it is pointless to rail against the past—you have to deal with the situation as it is, not as you would like it to be!


That isn’t to say that one shouldn’t be constructively critical or urge a better way, but I don’t honestly see much point in trying to make the case for the abolition of Railtrack because frankly this is not going to happen.


I’m always very interested indeed to see your robustly argued letters and hope that in future you will continue to let us know your thoughts. If you have further ideas for articles, we’d naturally be pleased to see them, and I’m always pleased to see your contributions for possible use on our letters pages.


With kind regards and I look forward to hearing from you again soon.

Nigel Harris

Historical footnote:-
Railtrack went into official administration in 2001 and was succeeded by Network Rail, a not-for-profit company, in 2003. So, after a miserable five years in private ownership, the railway—its way and works—was returned to full state control.
Letter to the Western Morning News, 5th June, 1991

Mr. Wadsworth’s provocative outburst (“Scrap the Railways,” 1st June) reminded me of the wiseacre who, when the subject of railways crops up in conversation, holds forth about the time they lost his parcel or the consignment of turkeys that spent Christmas Day rotting in a siding far from their destination, always preceding his tirade with that authoritative “I know,” as if this scant knowledge or experience qualifies him ever after outrightly to condemn rail transport as a practical modus operandi.


When there is a disaster in the air, however appalling, it has to be set against the millions of miles that are flown without incident, and which make air travel the safest of all. Similarly, it is no use picking on isolated instances of failure to form a general case against railways.


It is a pity Mr. Wadsworth should have written such an ill-informed letter, when he is a correspondent of some repute on matters pertaining to the countryside. I am sure he dislikes the unqualified attacks on farmers and countrymen one is so used to reading in your columns, so he should be careful to avoid the speciality subjects of which he is blissfully ignorant.


There was once an image put about of a dame lounging around her home with next-to-nothing on, every room heated as stuffily as she liked, because she had been promised a bountiful supply of cheap electricity made possible by nuclear generation. Of course, that quickly turned out to be a myth, and the true cost of atomic power has yet to be calculated. Likewise, when finally the relative merits of rail and road are objectively debated, it will be found that Mr. Wadsworth’s contention that road transport has brought down prices and saved work is one of those big lies that somehow perpetuates itself and therefore goes easily unchallenged.


Those who propound that railways will never recover their lost freight traffic because they are unable in most cases to provide door-to-door service, completely ignore the fact that, in recent years, most industrial development countrywide has been carried on spasmodically and chaotically, without regard to the sustainability of the system of transport upon which it is dependent. If we begin to question the future of road transport, it follows we must also examine the practicality of the unstructured growth it has given rise to.


Before the introduction of road motor transport, it was the practice for trade and industry, however small, where possible to concentrate on or near a line of railway. This not only gave immediate access to a whole range of transport and ancillary services, but ensured the establishment of what today are delightfully called “business parks” at locations where they were properly suited, minimising the conflicting development so prevalent nowadays.


Thus, some internal trade went on without the need for any transport and a great deal went on without leaving the railway system. That this was not taken to its furthest extent was the fault of government which, by the ‘thirties, had come under the spell of road transport interests and the sort of high pressure lobbying that has since dictated what might loosely be called Britain’s transport policy.

Now, mineral deposits, natural resources and a host of businesses do not occur to suit the railway, but this should cause no difficulty. In the case of a colliery or suchlike, there is likely to be sufficient traffic anticipated to warrant construction of a rail connection, and the case of such as woodland and outlying operations which could never be directly connected, in England, at any rate, if the rail system were complete, a station would never be far away, and handling is no problem these days with the many labour-saving appliances to be found and the great improvement in methods.


Mr. Wadsworth conveniently fails to mention that at the time he was loading his timber to the Somerset collieries, the railway was still a “common carrier,” having to accept any traffic offered at statutory maximum rates. This did not mean that they could not legally have dropped their rate to beat the road haulier, but that they were precluded from doing so by being unable to secure a sufficient premium from the better classes of traffic. Conversely, the road haulier could pick what traffic he liked and charge what rates he liked. By the time this obligation on the railway’s part was removed, it was too late, and the railway’s trading position had been too badly eroded and its resources too run down; and Beeching’s brief was to make certain it never regained its rightful place.


Incidentally, although Mr. Wadsworth found the service unsatisfactory, the North Devon clay producers were happy to continue with rail transport up until the early ‘eighties, using the line which, before it was truncated, passed within a gunshot of his home. And, now the railway is free to price selectively, pulping timber is still conveyed by rail, even though stations are further from the plantations than when Mr. Wadsworth forwarded his pit props.


All across the Continent, enlightened authorities are pouring money into railways—which are already superior—because they clearly understand that the uncontrolled growth of road transport will bring about ruin. Along with tramways and light railways, they are laying down a transport system that will provide the only sustainable and social form of mass mobility, and will allow the attainment of a civilized ideal. The old prejudice against order and discipline, and the inability to grasp the concept of grand design, means the stunted and blinkered planners of our Department of Transport, together with the likes of Mr. Wadsworth, can remain oblivious of the dawn of a new railway age.


Road transport has shown us what it can do, whereas the full, modern potential of the railway has never been realized. Urban congestion, the deterioration of Britain’s priceless landscape; the rattle, filth and carnage; the mindless pursuit of self-interest; the disorganized, uncoordinated, squandered effort, is evidence of nothing but unmitigated failure. If government were in any way responsible, it would create the conditions under which a railway industry can prosper and deliver its best service to the public. Even without preferential treatment, just trading for the first time on equal terms, Britain would learn how well railways fit the times and how capable they are of supporting most of her industry and agriculture.

It cannot have passed unnoticed that the “nice straight trackways” have been provided by the government by ploughing up untold acres of farm and forest, including much of what I once knew as rural, unspoilt Devon. Having established that road traffic multiplies to suit the space available, the best the highway kings and empty-headed politicians can come up with (if you consider only their serious proposals) is another massive road building programme. The latest eight-lane motorway, with all its extravagance of land use, still has not the capacity of a double line of railway which may have been laid down in the reign of King William; the latter taking no more space than the main road through Highampton.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 15th March, 1993
Thank you for collecting Tuesday’s motoring pages as a separate supplement. Now I can throw it out in one piece without so much as a glance.


Why is it that you do not issue a public transport supplement for your grown-up readership?

Letter to the Western Morning News, 11th August, 1993
By the regular readership, it is well understood that many of your leader articles are not intended to pass for rational comment, but rather to provoke responses for the letters columns.


For who in their right minds today, not in the pay of the road transport industry, could seriously applaud any measures which accelerate Britain’s crazy road construction programme?


Do you ignore your own paper, which last week asked whether the environmental impact of Cornish bypasses was not too high a price to pay and this week drew attention to the increase in asthma cases, most probably linked to vehicle air pollution?


The consultative charade may have delayed many schemes, but an all-powerful, entrenched lobby has ensured decades of continued expansion; which, as the full costs are revealed, has proved the disastrous mistake of basing the country’s transport needs on the lorry and the car. The reality being ignored is the rotten, stinking mess being left for future generations.


It cannot have escaped you that sustainability is now the watchword. When circumstances demand that it becomes something more than just a fashionable idea, a whole restructuring of transport will occur; entailing not just a change in systems, but also a reduction in the need to travel, both for people and their goods. A revival of public transport will become imperative, along with the encouragement of walking and cycling, all of which are grossly disadvantaged by the present mad scramble to provide for some notional projected demand in motoring and haulage.


New transport systems are not always “unpopular and disruptive.” The people of Manchester have welcomed their new trams in the best way possible: by making them a runaway success.


If anyone is guilty of “harking back,” it is the Western Morning News for so often depicting the railway as a curious bygone in such as “Steam Supplement,” while never allowing mention of what a modern system could do if it received a fraction of the budget the Department of Transport squanders on roads.


You well know that the delay in the Okehampton bypass was largely caused by the Government altering the route and opting to desecrate its own creation, the National Park. Although I subscribed to the fight against it, I have to admit that the completed work has been useful: I cannot think of a better place to compare the impact of rail and road than where the old Southern main line, scarcely visible, adjoins the dirty and permanent scar of the new dual-carriageway, which has not even the theoretical capacity of its unobtrusive neighbour. If the pricing analysis used for railway development had been applied to this stretch of road, it would never have been built—north or south.


One day you will write a heading: “Sense at last on Transport.” Then I will know that you are serious.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 21st September, 1993

Let us have three cheers for Graham Inglis, who has conscientiously resigned from his post with the Department of Transport in Exeter.


The many of his colleagues who expressed sympathy with his views no doubt are unable, because of their circumstances, to surrender livelihoods and security, but this should not diminish the bold and admirable action of Mr. Inglis.


Although the Department is responsible for transport generally, it has throughout its existence been far and away a department of road transport; mostly private road transport at that. Of course, its numbskulled, time-serving spokesmen will claim that they have only acted according to public demand, but the truth is, to a very large degree, they have shaped this demand; either directly, by endlessly providing for increases in motor traffic; or indirectly, by putting other systems at a disadvantage.


Like all obese bureaucracies, the D.o.T. long ago lost sight of its purpose. Today it presses on with its road-making regardless of the consequent social and environmental damage. The tragedy is that all their efforts over so many years, tearing apart town and country alike, have actually fouled-up transport in any organized sense. While this miserable experiment with a free-for-all continues apace, the run-down and cheated communal systems must wait in the wings instead of being promoted as they should be, particularly for their frugal use of energy and resources.


The ugly and crumbling edifice in Marsham Street, S.W.1, is a fitting monument to all the Department of Transport has achieved. In 
June, I joined a protest march which symbolically took the £23,000,000,000 road-building kitty from there to the headquarters of British Railways. Judging by the chanting of “RAIL, NOT ROADS!” by hundreds of people from all over the country, I would say the tide is about to turn, and that maybe one day Mr. Inglis can return to his desk and start repurchasing abandoned railway formations; playing his part in the implementation of a transport policy for the future, in which foot, cycle, bus, tram and train will be the dominant modes.

At the moment, I bet this is all the advice he will receive from the Job Centre: “On yer bike!”

Letter to the Western Morning News, 4th April, 1994
Road or Real?
Is there really “no alternative to road transport” (Comment, 31st March)? Or is road transport so powerful that it stifles the alternative?


You do not have to go to Utopia to escape the noise and pollution of road traffic. There are numerous examples in the real world of countries taking steps to solve the problem, partly by investing massively in public transport.


Driving licences are held by only 41% of women, and they do not all have the main use of a car, so it is quite wrong to say that “the vast majority of adults in Britain own a car.”


Among those that do are many who would prefer to use their cars less, or give them up altogether, if a real choice existed. Those who insist on using their cars without any restriction tend to disregard the freedom of others.


What about the people who cannot afford cars, or choose to do without them, who find public transport services deteriorating for want of balanced spending? What about people’s freedom to enjoy the open spaces threatened by road building? What about the freedom of children to play in the streets and walk to school in safety? What about the freedom of pedestrians and cyclists?


Surely the only rightful demand is for the system which gives the most freedom and genuine mobility to everyone.


Your policy promises independence, but to what extent can newspaper editors be independent of their proprietors and major advertisers? Is it possible to write constructively about buses, trams and trains without upsetting the motor trade?

Letter to the Western Morning News, 26th July, 1994

The air that they breathe makes many people ill all the year round (Comment, 23rd July); the warm spell only exacerbates the ever-present problem of pollution.


One of the difficulties of comparing private and public transport is that the main heavy costs of the motor car are paid before it even turns a wheel, whereas bus and train travel is generally paid for by the journey. Thus, once the motor car is purchased, its cost per mile is actually increased if it is left at home while another form of transport is used.


It is a trait of car dependence that its fixed costs can be written off—“we’re going to own a car anyway”—so that journeys are priced by fuel consumption alone. Just as you have done in your London to Plymouth example.


The rail “saver” fare is probably cheaper than driving, but I have to admit that this would not be the case for two adults sharing a car.

The way to reduce fares is to use the railway as intensively as possible, and that means attracting to it the lion’s share of the traffic available over any given route, both passenger and the full variety of freight; as well as facing up to the need to expand the network and to scrap the policies which have caused the dispersal of people, industry and commerce.


Perhaps our system of government is suited to planning for transport with a five- to ten-year useful life, and entirely unsuited to considering anything as durable as a railway train. After all, this long-term government is clapped out at roughly half the age of a railway locomotive. It is not therefore surprising that the car still rules, while diesels plod through South Devon over a line laid down long before the electric motor was invented.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 13th August, 1994

Wherever did you get the idea that every mile of railway track in the ‘seventies was maintained and developed at the taxpayer’s expense (Opinion, 13th August).


True, railways did (and still do) receive subsidies for providing services which had been deemed socially necessary by local and central government, but this was merely a contractual arrangement. The fact that some lines remain open after withdrawal of passenger services is proof that they can exist without subsidy.


Most of the railways in this country were built by private capital and their maintenance never, even after nationalization, became a direct burden to the taxpayer.


Railtrack is already standing on its own feet as a wholly-owned Government company, because every train run over its metals has to pay a charge sufficient to make a commercial return. Whether this charge is met fully by revenue or partly by external support makes no difference. There is no charity.


If tolling for road use is considered a means of providing more road space, it really cannot be also a measure to regulate motoring. Because more space has always meant more cars.


It is heartening to see you write for the first time about the “cost … of the inexorable increase in road transport.” Maybe you could take it a stage further by calling for the reduction of road transport in favour of a system which, with sensible planning policies, could do more or less the same job using much less space and far fewer resources.
Letter to the Western Morning News, 24th August, 1994
As you correctly pointed out in your Comment of 23rd August, a “psychological barrier” would result from a system of charging for access to congested cities. This would be inevitable, since a great part of a generation has grown up accustomed to travelling everywhere by car, knowing no other means of transport—save perhaps air. Thus, any moves to restrict the car are seen also to restrict personal freedom. This should not be the case because a car and its occupants are separable, and it is only the car which causes the problems.


Whether or not it was ever clearly stated, the fact is that, in the minds of planners, public transport was written off, because their new order promised provision for near-universal car ownership. Any ground lost by the railway, for instance, was lost for good as far as the planning establishment was concerned, and it was eager to hasten the railway’s passage towards oblivion.


This thinking is still institutionalized, so that even an officer like Mr. Chorlton, who no doubt remembers the railway at its greatest extent as the country’s “prime mover,” has not much advantage over his colleagues who have never seen a proper railway system at work, and who have no idea what it could have done today had it successfully graduated from the era of steam traction.


Ten years’ gassing in the council chamber has produced one reopened station for Exeter, and that was got in the end as “planning gain” off a giant retailer which they are now supposed to be curbing. They probably took as long to prepare a verbose report about the possible reinstatement of a paltry six miles of railway from Bere Alston as it took the men of brawn to build it in the first place.


These are little more than futile gestures from people who are muddling through in a subject they do not—cannot—understand. They must look at the guidance notes on sustainable development with utter bewilderment. Transport to them is cars and lorries. The West Devon Council offices occupying the former Tavistock North Station could be a monument to their short-sighted planning.


The problem is, nowhere near do we see any kind of decent example or any promotion of fair choice. Public transport has no political voice and it is useless to believe that a good cause will carry itself forward in a democracy without strenuous backing. The railway’s political lobbying ceased in 1939 and today the little fragments of a once mighty industry are content to bicker amongst themselves, while few if any in charge have the faintest notion of the job which railways should be doing.


When old tramlines are dug up in the streets of Exeter, most people must wonder what mysterious purpose they served. If only these folk could see the splendid new vehicles of Manchester’s Metrolink gliding through the streets—or better still, proper ground-access trams in a continental city—so that they could have some experience of what could be offered instead of unrestricted car usage and cluttered streets.


A policy of persuasion would be much more effective if people were presented with a real alternative; one which was not so half-hearted as to be untenable.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 30th September, 1994
The Department of Transport is adept at making predictions about the increase of motor traffic (Comment, 27th September). Their figures conveniently justify a fabulous road-building programme and a woeful neglect of public transport.


Not so many years ago, the railway system was described as “the iron backbone of the country’s commercial economy.” Yet it was quickly brought down and now the backbone is made of different stuff.


“Ah! But today’s economy is different, too,” you might say. “And railways were only suited to the needs of heavy industry.” True, it is difficult to see how the railway can serve the Welsh miner making Christmas decorations and the Corby steelman delivering singing telegrams; but it is also difficult to see how even the best of this substitute economy can endure.


No-one, except possibly a crank, would want to recreate the “golden age” of railways as they were eighty years ago. It would seem archaic today. What sensible advocates of railways want is for their means of transport, in its fully-developed modern form, to be considered in many cases as an entirely practicable alternative to the endless growth of road traffic and the associated damaging effects which you identified.


It follows from what you wrote about car and lorry costs inevitably having to increase, that prices generally must follow suit. But as road transport becomes more and more expensive and inefficient, why should we be saddled with it forever, just because it is for the moment an integral part of the economy? Transport is not an end in itself: it is just a tool.


But perhaps it is really more complex than it should be. A piece in your supplement some while ago described a trading estate in the West Country, built on the site of a station, which is occupied by five car or truck dealers. It was under the heading “Motoring Heaven!” What are we discussing here? Is it transport or is it a tin god?

Letter to the Western Morning News, 16th December, 1994
You cannot know for sure that it is privatization alone which has transformed so many lame duck industries (Comment, 14th December), because in every case they have been superseded and their nationalized histories have been brought to an abrupt conclusion. Had it been possible to introduce competition from private sector equivalents, subject to the same restrictions and controls, then it would now be fair to make direct comparison between them.


Who is to say that Post Office Telephones, for instance, would not have exploited the great strides made in communications’ technology in the way that its successor, B.T., has done, unless the two organizations had operated at the same time?

Even though I have never agreed with general nationalization, I do think you should assess the past performance of the state-owned industries in a way which is accurate and just. It may be true that some of the heavy industries were in a pretty hopeless state, but how much of that was the fault of the management? You have often drawn attention to the failure of the railways after the last war, but many of the difficulties they faced were beyond the power of their private managements to overcome.


Railway privatization is, as you say, “the single most complex sale” and it is no wonder that there is a mass of people ready to predict disaster. For it is clear that, however many months Government agonized over the organizational framework to be adopted, in the end they must simply have drawn the solution out of a hat.


There are some who will cling to Labour dogma and demand public ownership of our railways, but I think most would be pleased to see them returned to private hands if it gave the industry an advantage in improving and expanding its services. Other than a few hirelings, nobody who understands the business believes that the cumbersome, muddled method of reorganization which has been chosen is going to be anything but disastrous.


If they are to be successful, and it they are to win back their wider role in the country’s transport system, there is only one way to divide the railways of Britain and that is territorially.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 17th December, 1994

There was a time when I fancied that Western Morning News’ readers were treated to such intelligent leading articles because the editor composed them while on the train to Plymouth in the afternoon; in a short spell of calm before facing the hubbub of Leicester Harmsworth House. I also fancied that he was able partially to unwind after putting his baby to bed at the end of a tumultuous day, by hotfooting it to North Road and catching the “Midnight” home.


How fortunate that the sleeper services were not under threat in those days!

Letter to the Western Morning News, 24th December, 1994

Before me I have the booklet produced by Devon County Council entitled “A Better Devon—A Better World,” which forms part of the Council’s “Agenda 21 Action Programme” and advises what each one of us can do to improve our environment and our quality of life.

Under the heading “Transport” it states: “A healthy economy needs an efficient transport network and an integrated public transport system which can be fast, comfortable, convenient, relatively cheap and stress free as well as more environmentally friendly than a car-based network.” The slogan at the end cries: “Change your habits, save money and get fit!”


It is a pity that your Motoring Editor, John Powell, could not have see this booklet before giving his out of date view in last Wednesday’s (21st) reaction to the Government’s road-building rethink. His “relentless march of the motor car and the predicted doubling in the number of vehicles … to 40 million by … 2020” cannot be reconciled with the county’s drive to reduce energy consumption and waste, and generally to encourage less use of private motor transport.


Not long ago, the various subjects covered in this new booklet were considered to be the preserve of a few eccentrics and doom merchants, yet now these environmental issues are addressed by local government policies; themselves intended to be a part of global action.


Is the Western Morning News going to support this awakening of concern, and these different ideas, or is it going to continue pandering to the trade which provides a quarter (or whatever) of the paper’s advertising revenue? Is it going to enter into the spirit of “A Better Devon,” or is it going to behave like a dinosaur and ignore the climatic change?

Letter to the Western Morning News, 19th January, 1995
You cannot very well criticize Labour for being vague and evasive about their policy towards railway privatization (Comment, 16th January), as no-one can tell what they will be faced with in two years’ time.


A short while ago, Government’s policy was to have train services running under private franchises first; the floatation of Railtrack was to come last. Now, suddenly, Railtrack is to be offered along with the early train-operating franchises.


Will these untidy packages sell? If they do, will they be a success? I am not a Labour supporter but I do not blame the party for sitting on the fence and saying “Let’s wait and see.” After all, it may prove unfeasible to reverse this privatization, the biggest bonanza yet for the legal and consultancy professions.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 10th February, 1995

How pleased I am that, in your last month at Plymouth, I can go along with one of your leaders (9th February).


For I think you were quite correct in observing that the Transport Minister’s “slip” was really what he meant to say.


It has to be said, though, that a cute operator might describe bus and train passengers as “dreadful human beings” as a device; sarcasm intended to provoke a positive reaction.


If a million car drivers, cosseted in their steel cocoons, were to say, “I don’t think my fellow human beings are dreadful and I shall take a bus tomorrow to prove it,” the device would have been effective.


Good luck in Barum. Here’s a timetable for you.

Letter from the Editor of the Western Morning News, 14th February, 1995
Thank you for your kind letter and your prescience in sending a copy of the Exeter to Barnstaple railway timetable of which I had just requested a copy.


You can be now doubly assured that I have every reason to campaign for the preservation of branch lines.

Colin Davison
Letter to the Editor and Managing Director of the North Devon Journal Herald, 2nd March, 1995

The amount of material you must have to wade through, the quantity of reading you must do in the course of your work, I can but imagine to be enormous, so that it must be only rarely that any of it settles on your consciousness more than momentarily.

My writing ability is not superior enough to make the impact I would like, so I must ask you to allow for this and to treat my final approach to you as an ordinary railwayman with a point of view that I think you seldom receive.


Especially, with your move to Barnstaple, and the likelihood that at some point you will travel on the remnant of the North Devon Railway and comment upon it in one or other of your articles, I hope that you may recall, even dwell upon, what I have to say here.


Let me emphasize that I do not consider railways the be-all and end-all, even though my life is bound up with them. Railways, as transport, I have always classed as a component which meshes with the many others that make up human civilization. To me, the railway is only valuable if it continues to mesh, to be useful and integral to the society for which it exists. Treating the railway as an abstract form is much more the failing of the enthusiast fraternity, who turn up at the lineside to watch an old steam train and drive off again without care or concern for the wider picture. Whatever accusations are thrown at me, no-one can say that I do not treat the railway as a complete entity and that I do not see a place for it in a modern Britain.


It was daunting to move in on a railway that was abandoned in 1958. You need to be able to take the long view and be tenacious. This year is my twentieth on the branch and it is over ten years since I bought my own little piece of the line. All told, it has been an unremitting slog, completely on my own, with no support or assistance. I have done absolutely everything from the drains upwards. I have cleared the trees, dug up the roots, riddled the ballast, laid the track, driven the engine, made or repaired the equipment, drawn the plans and … well, you name it!


In some places—Marsh Mills for instance—where there is vastly greater manpower, you have merely the pretence of railway reconstruction, because it is so easy and pleasant to turn up of a Sunday afternoon, piddle around with your buddies for a couple of hours, and pat yourself of the back for helping to recreate a railway. In reality, the place is an eyesore and a classic example of how manpower can be expended when it is disorganized.

On my short slice of railway, if I turned up and did nothing, or only did the jobs that I fancied, instead of people remarking on the tidiness of the place, it would instead be unsightly and would do nothing but depreciate the notion that railways can bring order while remaining comparatively unobtrusive.


Ideas in a vacuum have never appealed to me. I believe that one should, if possible, at least go some way towards realizing one’s ideas. Being a frustrated engineer, this comes naturally enough to me, as it is the obvious progression of drawing on paper that you set to and give your brainchild form and substance. But I also feel, in making a case, that if you have done something—anything—then you deserve to speak; an entitlement which those who remain planted on a bar stool must forfeit.


If, at times, you were to wonder why railway people get so “steamed up” about their subject, I would be pleasantly surprised, because my perception of it is that the railway camp does not get steamed up at all. No fireman likes to see the result of his toil blowing off at the safety valve; nor would he want to start the climb to Dainton with the needle well below the mark. But either condition must be preferable to the stone-cold fireboxes that once littered the Welsh scrap yards. If steam was evidence of anger and frustration, I wish I could see some!


In order to gain an understanding of what it is that primes men like me—assuming I am not in a minority of one—you must consider two salient points. One is the scale of the destruction we have witnessed; the other is the probability that the railway will be called upon to take up again all or part of the role which it once played. You could argue that the first was inevitable and the second is a pipe- dream, but you would find yourself in a shrinking minority. Most people I meet will acknowledge to some degree that past action was mistaken and that present trends are undesirable, if not unsustainable.


And if there is ahead some great challenge to the present order, should we just wait and see; should we just muddle along as we are until the pressure rises? Or should we, with an industry like the railway which demands long term planning, take the decisive action now so that we can make a smooth transition to the alternative system? In my view, what little that has been achieved, pleasing though it is, goes nowhere near addressing the question at the root of all environmental or ecological campaigning, which is: How can our demands upon the Earth, greater as they are than any previous civilization, be sustained? All chatter from above, despite its often “green” tint, is still about economic growth, entailing the consumption of more energy and resources, and wealth is still only measured by the stock of the people’s material goods.


A tom cat wanders through the night finding new conquests and marking out its territory, so that it will be populated with kittens in the father’s likeness—the more the merrier. It doesn’t understand the driving force. It just gets on with it, like others before it since the dawn of time. Clever creatures like us can explain its behaviour, find it amusing and even suppress the same instincts in ourselves. The instinct is of course survival. It may be thought far-fetched to extend this principle to the creations of man, but it does seem to me that the same mechanism is at work. For when an industry is expanding, it is following the programme of every living being. When the railways were being laid down, the promoters were like a lot of healthy toms, exploring new areas, seeking out new opportunities and winning satisfaction in the “sowing” of rails. Of course, expansion cannot go on indefinitely and I wonder if it is not harder to hold than to make gains, since all of human history records thrust being followed by withdrawal, as inevitably as death follows life.

When the tom grows old, while the instinct might remain, the energy to fulfil it has gone and the erstwhile warrior prefers to sit by the fire and dream. At least it can hope that one of its own progeny will mark out the same patch and carry on the name. One thing is certain: Nature will not allow a vacuum. Likewise, in the man-made world, a departure by one thing usually makes an opening for another.


My industry hasn’t just lost the will to propagate itself, lost the will to hold what it’s got—its lost the will altogether. It is like some poor bugger afflicted with gangrene: the only way to carry on is to sever the limb which next becomes mortified, until the torso is so helpless it cannot even shift itself to the crapper, and is at the mercy of every blighter who wants to give it a hiding.


You think that I exaggerate wildly here, but look at the vast amount of ground that we have lost. Even in my time of the railway, a mere 21 years, the retreat has been immense, much more than I could ever have imagined. In 1974, I honestly thought that we were at the bottom of the trough from which an upturn would be made eventually. Yet today, I can stand on trackbeds, which were in use when I started with B.R., now every bit as overgrown and derelict as was this branch of mine then. When the Teign Valley was closed, I wasn’t one year old. I have never known it in any other state than it is now. Other places I can clearly remember at work. Where there was a shine on the rails, now there is thicket. Workshops, depots, sheds and offices which were full of life are now ruins, or gone completely. I tell you, Sir, the times I have entered a place to find everything in disarray—a filing cabinet or a bench on its side with the contents strewn about—and thought of an advancing army overrunning the enemy’s forward H.Q. And of Tommy’s wry observation: “Blimey, the bastards left here in a hurry!” But remember that the rout I have seen is not one tenth of the destruction which took place in the 20 years prior to 1974.

If you loved railways as I do, you would find their decline extremely painful. Not because they were a part of my life in their heyday which my heart now longs for, like a dear lost wife or mother; though it has to be said that I have tremendous affection for the period when railways were top dog. Not least because so many of the fine chaps that I have worked with described it for me in every detail, including its shortcomings. It seems that the demise of the railway took with it a British people who were so vastly different from my generation. The old company men were a breed of servicemen with a sober, disciplined outlook, not so far removed from my Victorian father’s.


By far my greatest sadness arises from the wasted opportunity; for the present, at any rate. I would never suggest that we could have carried on with the steam railway, for I accept that it was inefficient (in the use of energy). But it did form the basis upon which a modern and sustainable transport system could have been developed. Instead of today’s “drive 50 miles to buy a ticket” railway, we could have had a whole and extensive network at the hub of a diverse, integrated public transport service.


Oh! If only people could have seen that, in return for long term planning and organization, in return for the much effort needed in the construction and maintenance of guided transport, there are untold benefits to be gained. But our small-minded, visionless planners, in the pay or under the spell of road transport interests, adopted the simple solution and the quick fix, and tried to satisfy the popular demand; in the process, destroying the wonderful legacy that is Britain’s railways.


Since I have written recently about the North Devon Railway in a letter, it is opportune that I quote from it here:-

“The line to Barnstaple is surely only propped up by subsidy because it would be too “politically incorrect” to shut it, not because it has any distinct advantage. A footnote in the timetable states that the service is liable to be replaced by buses after heavy rainfall. And when this happens, why bother to resume running trains? It really makes no practical sense. So the railway stays open as a sideshow; it could be called “preservation” by the taxpayer. The new breed that has charge of it, and that fawns upon the third-rate excuses for trains which trundle up and down, probably do not have the faintest idea of what the railway would look like if it had the lion’s share of the traffic over the route which would truly justify the line’s existence.


“It seems appropriate here to diverge off the main line of thought and look more closely at the example of Barnstaple; one of many which I know well and doubtless one of thousands which could be used.


“When I first went there as a lad it was more or less complete. It even had an Area Manager under the old field organization. The lines still went to Torrington and Ilfracombe, although there were no passenger trains. Across the river, I would stand with my father on the deserted Town Station platform and he would recall the “toy train” which went to Lynton. At Victoria Road, the G.W. terminus, National Carriers were still there as a legacy. Back at Junction, you felt firmly in Southern territory, with the upper quadrants and distinctive architecture. There were still regular loco workings and through trains to London. Grabbing the front or rear seats of the D.M.U. was a delight. Up until the early ‘eighties, there was still a mixed train of Mark I’s and FRUIT D’s. A unit took a newspaper van. A freight conveyed steel for Appledore shipyard, cement for Barnstaple, feeds and fertilizer for King’s Nympton, Barnstaple and Torrington, resin for South Molton, as well as empties for outwards clay traffic from the pits at Meeth and Marland. Until the late ‘seventies, there had been bulk milk from Torrington and Lapford. All this was much, much less than had gone on in previous years, but it had held up relatively well.


“The milk, clay, steel, cement, resin and feeds, the papers and mails, have all been lost. The goods yard is now a building site. The station is dwarfed by a D.I.Y. shed. The line to Meeth is now a cycle track. The river crossing to Town has gone. There is no parcels depot at Victoria Road—it is now a housing estate. To me, the only difference between Barnstaple Junction today and Dry Gulch, on the old American frontier, is that instead of saddling a hoss at the livery stable in Main Street, you hire a mountain bike from the stand on the platform to take you on across the desert beyond the railhead.


“At Dry Gulch there may have been piles of rails and ties to signify that the railroad would before long push on further. At Barum, you look at the buffer stop part way along the platform, the road-based development encroaching onto the little station and the dereliction which always surrounds such places, and you get the distinct impression that the railway is just hanging on, just waiting for the order to pull out.


“Many railways, not just lightly used branches, exist without good reason; that is, the job which they do does not warrant the retention of a segregated guided system. They are merely an historical legacy. This is proved every day when the bulk of traffic passes by road and the little which passes by rail would make scarcely any difference if transferred. Rail is forever in a precarious position because of this and its proponents are wrong if they believe that they can make a case for its retention in this very limited, replaceable role; or if they believe all that is needed is for one section of it to be succeeding, when the diverse other sources of revenue have been lost because it is no longer comprehensive in the services it offers. If the railway did not exist, and you set out the traffic which they now have as the expected share in a construction prospectus, investors would laugh at it. Very few lines would be built today on the strength of the passenger numbers or tonnage that they now carry, and it is certain that there would not be a single heavy railway in Devon or Cornwall.”

So, where do we go from here? Is it enough that, by energetic advertising, Rustic Rail manages to raise the daily passenger numbers on the North Devon from below 500 to 550, or even 600? Would this really secure its future or give it any more of a valid purpose? You will probably find yourself mentioning some small improvement in the line’s position, but you will know from what I have written that any level this “basic” railway reaches would be minute compared with the job it once did and the job it could do in the future under a new regime.


Maybe it is hopeless my trying to influence a newspaper editor with a ready opinion on a thousand different subjects. But I sensed that you were beginning to accept that the people opposed to road transport should be heard. If this is true, I would like to think that this resulted from your individual sensitivity and appreciation of the needs of the region, rather than from a cool and professional measure of wind direction. It is now the general view that 1994 was the year the tide of opinion turned against roads; although we are several years away from action.


All that I can respectfully ask of you is that you take the broad and distant view of the railway’s potential. When you stand on the platform at Junction, perhaps observing the things I have described, I hope you will reflect on the fact that Barnstaple is a town once served by railways from five directions, including two providing through trains or coaches from London. I shall not see what you write in the North Devon Journal, but I hope that you will at least touch upon the greater and wider role that the railway so desperately needs, and not just freeze the North Devon in its present minimal form. For I don’t know which is worse: fear of suggesting closure or ignorance of its capability. There is so much that you can do for my industry with your pen. I hope you will use your power to plant some seeds, if only for the harvest of our successors.


Although there were times during your captaincy of the Western Morning News when I could have marched down to Plymouth brandishing a shot gun, I have now to admit—and not because of the foregoing plea—that you have done very well with the paper and nobody can deny that you were a dynamo in producing first-rate innovations; cleverly moving forward while respecting tradition. If I did not take the Morning News, I would take no newspaper, so perhaps that is sufficient testimonial.


There is only one thing I cannot forgive your for, and that is dropping the late Bob Holmes’s weekly column. I hope you will remember this good soul when you bomb up the North Devon Link Road, which cut through his farm.


Otherwise, thank you for a stimulating ten years. Let me wish you every success in your new appointment. I am about to make a fresh start, too, after taking voluntary redundancy from B.R. But, as you see, I shall be remaining in the railway service!

Letter from the Editor and Managing Director of the North Devon Journal Herald, 10th March, 1995

It was very kind of you to write to me explaining your views about railways and the Teign Valley line in particular. I have in fact already used the line to travel between my home in South Devon and Barnstaple and will continue to do so occasionally until I move permanently to North Devon.


I have usually supported the maintenance and development of public transport, including railways, at all newspapers of which I have been editor, and I am sure that we will find cause to champion the case of the Exeter to Barnstaple line, notwithstanding the reduction in its services that you describe.


Your letter may therefore be of help as background information, although, as someone with the interests of railways at heart and wishing to see them thrive, I would advise you to write more briefly, simply summarising the main points, if you wish to persuade those people of possible influence to whom you write.
Colin Davison
Letter to the Western Morning News, 14th September, 1995

On repeated occasions, lorries, coaches and cars are hauled off the road at checkpoints with all manner of faults, and it must be safe to assume that what is found is next-to-nothing compared with what goes undetected every day.


Yet, lumped together, this is the system that is supposed to “compete” with rail; and if you were daft enough to swallow the loud utterances of road transport spokesmen, you would think it was competition of the most fair and balanced kind.


The truth is, of course, that the railway is among the most heavily regulated of industries, with every standard ruthlessly (and rightly) enforced, while road transport is effectively an undisciplined free-for-all.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 21st September, 1995

It is difficult to be sure, but it seems to me that trains pitch and roll much more than they once did, despite sophisticated suspensions. I wonder if other readers who are rail travellers feel the same.


Modern engineers have at their disposal machines which can produce near-perfect track geometry, so one would expect the riding of trains to be much better than before.


Unless, perhaps, maintenance and renewal of track has been cut back in an effort to keep down costs, so that Railtrack will look much prettier when its sale prospectus is issued.


After it is sold into the private sector, will its new owners quickly discover that an enormous amount of work needs doing which requires colossal expenditure? For this is a routine used in an earlier privatization.


Of course, no Railtrack staff can speak objectively or express misgivings about the condition of the railway without being in danger of contravening the Financial Services Act. Railtrack spokesmen will tell you that it is all perfectly safe. But is it as comfortable?

Letter to the Western Morning News, 28th October, 1995

You must have noticed that correspondents writing in support of road transport are very often officials of lobby organizations, whereas the railway is represented by unpaid individuals.


On Saturday (28th) it was Frank Cook of the Freight Transport Association, who trotted out the tired old plea for more road “investment.” He could just as well have been writing for the British Roads Federation or the Road Haulage Association; their briefs are the same.


In the wider sphere, could this be the reason that the interests of road transport are always at the forefront in parliament? Could it even account for the fact that we have no transport policy in Britain? Unless, that is, favouring one system, rather than developing each according to its strengths, is actually a policy.


For decades now, the arguments put forward by the Freight Transport Association and its allies have been accepted, and roads have been built without let-up all over town and country, yet we are further away than ever from solving the problems of traffic growth.


If strength of argument, rather than just strength, was the important factor, then it would not matter about the size and weight of the opposing camps. But with political lobbying, he who shouts the loudest seems to get the most.

Since the demise of the former private railway companies in 1947, the industry has had no lobbying power. Being owned by government has been a severe handicap, for the railway has been denied any effective freedom of action. The many lightweight—but dedicated and conscientious—organizations that attempt to lobby on behalf of railways, and public transport generally, are no match for the well funded and vociferous groups which thrust road transport’s case in front of ministers.


Is there really no possible alternative to expanding the road network? Of course not, if we are mug enough to go on listening to the party line from the Freight Transport Association.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 10th November, 1995
Lynne Curry is, in my view, by far the hottest of the ladies with weekly columns in the Western Morning News. (Used tenners in a brown envelope will suit me!)


She was perfectly correct, as usual, to criticize the police crackdown on cyclists in Exeter, and the handing out of fixed penalties for those riding without lamps.


There was a time when Devon constables used to go round checking dog licences, and in those days it would have been appropriate to stop an offending cyclist.


But with the modern demands upon the police force, particularly the immense number of motoring offences, it seems that to target cyclists—among the least damaging and most vulnerable road users—is a wrong priority.


This is not to say that cyclists should be beyond the law; of course they should not and I wish that they would behave responsibly. But if they are to be stopped, let us go back to other old fashioned practices—like bobbies on the beat in Exeter and cycle theft being treated like crime.


To Lynne Curry, the Cyclist’s Champion—Bravo!
Letter to the Western Morning News, 11th November, 1995

A little way downstream from the Tamar road crossing is another suspension bridge, 100 years older than its neighbour, but somehow always omitted in discussion.


The Royal Albert Bridge could carry 44-tonne vehicles when it was opened, and today, after some strengthening in the ‘sixties, it carries engines weighing over 100 tonnes and trains of more than a thousand. Yet it is greatly under-utilized, like the railways of Devon and Cornwall.


Why is it that transport capacity is invariably measured in road space and that such little consideration is given to making use of spare capacity elsewhere in the existing transport system?


Brunel’s last work was not intended to become a monument, splendid though it would be if it were nothing more: it is a working structure which could carry much more traffic than it does.


Spending £18-£22 million on the Tamar road bridge, while ignoring the rail crossing, is hardly consistent with the balanced transport provision increasingly referred to in policy documents.


Take a look at the Royal Albert: built 1859—still strong!

Letter to the Western Morning News, 16th November, 1995

Your sense of smell did not deceive you (“Letting off the steam,” 15th Nov.), for James Sherwood’s criticism of rail privatization were certainly sour grapes.


Don’t you love to hear people who have been trampled on while making a bid to reach the trough, start moralizing about the inequality of the struggle?


To be fair to Mr. Sherwood, though, it should be remembered that he did comment on the flaws at the outset of the sell-off. It was too much to expect that a high-flying businessman would stay out of the process on principle; not if there looked like being a fast buck to be made.


The purpose of changing the status quo should have been a determination to improve efficiency and safety, to raise standards and to encourage expansion; not to saddle the railway with such a complex organization that it will be an achievement even to muddle through.


There is hardly an informed commentator or an industry professional anywhere that has confidence in the method of dismantling British Rail. The whole daft scheme was conceived by a pack of cloud-dwelling advisers and is being pursued by a government that now cannot possibly call it off.


Rail privatization is far from having a head of steam behind it. It is much more like a runaway train.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 6th December, 1995
Jason Groves, in his enjoyable feature on Bude, could have mentioned an unusual distinction the town holds.


It is, I think, the holiday resort in England furthest from the railway network.


Although, until 1966, it was the terminus of a branch from Halwill Junction where, in earlier years, the Bude portion of the Atlantic Coast Express from Waterloo was detached.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 21st December, 1995

Nothing like the mighty GWR

The feature by Robert Caruth, supplementing the news that Great Western Holdings have been awarded a train-operating franchise (21st December), was quite wrong to report that the Great Western Railway has been returned to the private sector, for nothing remotely like this has happened.


The G.W.R. was an independent company which constructed and maintained its own lines, designed and built its own locos, carriages and wagons, operated its own docks and vessels, goods depots and cartage services, ran its own luxury hotels, and which had interests in buses and aircraft. The company owned, and had absolute control of, everything within the boundary fences of its 3,800-mile network.


A passenger train franchise operator will have nothing but a bundle of contracts. It will lease the trains from one firm and pay another for the right to run them over the tracks. It will rent the stations and depots, and will buy in many of the services it needs. As one Inter-City director put: “All I own are the office chairs, desks, staplers—that kind of thing.”


Although I think that the method of privatization is farcical, I will not here disparage Great Western Holdings, whose railway management has taken the only course open to it. I merely wish to point out the fact that this franchisee’s contribution will bear no resemblance whatever to the total railway operation of the former company; the company which stamped its initials, spread its influence and provided a complete transport service all across a sprawling territory.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 9th January, 1996
Provoked by recent disruption to the train service caused by damage to the sea wall between Dawlish and Teignmouth, Transport 2000 was right to call for an alternative railway route to be made available.


Spokesman Martyn Goss had in mind two former routes and one which was planned but never built. The Southern Railway main line to Plymouth via Okehampton was closed completely between Meldon Quarry and Bere Alston, 21 miles, in 1968. The Teign Valley and Moretonhampstead branches route via Heathfield was lifted between Exeter and Christow in 1958; today 16 miles is dismantled. The Dawlish Avoiding Line scheme, pursued seriously before the last war and not finally dropped until the late ‘forties, was intended to facilitate the intense summer Saturday timetable and to bypass the sea wall. It would have been a costly, high-speed line of railway, making junctions with the present route at Exminster and Newton Abbot.


As to the future, to start with at least, the best course is reinstatement of the Teign Valley route. Work has already started at Christow; all it needs is £15-million to finish the project. I wonder if Railtrack could cough this up, rather than paying compensation to the train operating companies and losing track charges when the sea defence is breached.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 24th January, 1996

Railtrack, as it has repeatedly told us, earns most of its keep by imposing track charges.


Track charges have been pegged by the Rail Regulator.


So, despite Ms. Louth-Davies’ assurance that her outfit will “spend whatever it takes” to maintain the coastal stretch of the Great Western main line, there must in fact be a limit.


Railtrack will not incur costs unless it can recover them from the train operators.


Ms. Louth-Davies would be loath to admit it but, as things are, if a major washout caused a prolonged suspension of the train service, it is probable that the railway system west of Exeter would be abandoned.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 12th February, 1996

For a moment, I thought Colin Davison was back in the building: “Road fight just futile” (12th February) could easily have been penned by him, in a show of allegiance to the road lobby. I thought you were made of different stuff.


Do you honestly believe that opposition to road construction schemes through the democratic process is less futile than so-called “direct” protest action? Can you recall one instance of an enquiry inspector rejecting a D.o.T. proposal?


There is an established predisposition towards road-building in Britain that is almost impossible to counter. Using a wonderful bureaucratic device called cost-benefit analysis and theoretical forecasts of traffic growth, figures are presented at public enquires by the Department’s plump lawyers which make an irrefutable case. Arguments about environment, quality of life, sustainability and the need to examine other modes of transport, even when they are taken from the Government’s own research, are brushed aside as emotional hogwash.


All the evidence and all the learned opinion of recent years insists that the future must hold a reduction in energy consumption, less needless travel, more use of public transport and more demand met by local supply. When questioned, people will often say that they would prefer to act differently if the choice was available; but the system is such that they themselves are unknowingly used as statistics to justify more of the same.


There are enormous industries and powerful groups which have a vested interest in strangling debate, in thwarting any real change and in keeping the dinosaur of road transport lumbering on towards the cliff edge.


Even when we see the apparent “greening” of road lobby puppets like Devon County Council, you have only to threaten one of their babies and, like making the sign of the cross to vampires, they are seen as they really are: ever-determined to press on regardless with the old agenda. Laudably, Devon County exhorts us, in its booklet “A Better Devon—A Better World,” to enter into the spirit of the Rio Earth Summit resolutions and to make less impact individually, while the council carries on pursuing schemes like the Kingskerswell bypass which would make an absolute mockery of sustainable development.


It is no wonder that frustration widely felt results in marches like the one at Newbury on Sunday, and in stop-at-nothing, dig-in demonstrations. It will continue like this for as long as Government subsidizes cars, coaches and lorries, and refuses to accept the need for a rational approach to all transport provision.

A perfect example of the present disparity exists at Fairmile, where a road that is more than adequate for local needs is proposed for rebuilding at vast expense; while a little over a mile to the north, the old Southern Railway main line, a ready-made trunk route capable of handling more traffic than any dual-carriageway road, has been reduced to what is practically a guided busway.


If Beeching’s formula had been applied to the A30, taking no account of contributory value or seasonal highs, and loading the equation with every imaginable cost, then no new road would be contemplated today and the old one would have been shut.


Actually, the “longest lane in England” jibe referred to the old A38, but transfer it the modern A30 if you will and then please consider this: supposing I described the Southern main line as the longest branch line in England and proposed that it should be doubled again, electrified and should have its branches reopened.


Would this invite your sympathy? For if the Western Morning News is to be seen as fair and balanced on transport issues, perhaps its editor should not write leaders that merely pander to its Tuesday advertisers.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 5th March, 1996

Mr. Lentell says it, but then somehow does not believe it (“Bypass is vital to transport strategy,” 4th March). “We need better public transport … ” and “ … the rail corridor is an under-used asset … ”—but since this is not going to change, we must have a road bypass of Kingskerswell.


It is no doubt true that there are environmental campaigners lucky enough to be ensconced on the edge of Dartmoor who do not care a fig about the problems of the built-up areas. Well I am not one of them: I very much wish to see Torbay and Newton Abbot prosper, and I feel sorry that the residents of Kingskerswell have to suffer the nuisance of heavy motor traffic.


The A380 is a dreadful road. I was reminded of this last summer when I cycled along it. Not by choice, mark you—it just avoided the fuss and expense of putting my bike on the train, as I would once have done.


Local authorities have a duty to provide short term solutions as well as attempting to take the long view. The simple short term answer here is to build the wretched bypass, make life tolerable for the folk of Kingskerswell, speed the traffic on its way and establish all the road-based activity that will supposedly reverse the decline of the Torbay district.


But the dilemma is that by pursuing this course, it will actually make sustainable development, as enshrined in Agenda 21—which Torbay Borough presumably subscribes to—more difficult.


You see, all the time you favour one system alone, the alternative becomes more and more disadvantaged. Railway land at Torre Station has just been sold off, continuing the emasculation that has taken place over the years. You have the absurdity of some traffic on the A380 being destined for the novelty railway at Paignton, which rightly should be part of the network.


In fifty years’ time, which of the routes through Kingskerswell would still be in use for arterial traffic? The bypass built for motor transport at the end of the era of cheap oil? Or the double line of railway, which long ago nestled into the landscape and whose trains can make extremely efficient use of energy from a variety of sources?


Torbay was once served by seven stations, four within a stone’s throw of the seafront and five with goods facilities. No-one—not Torbay borough, not Devon County, not even the railway itself—gives any serious consideration to the major development of the system which is certain to be needed again. And, in fairness, there is not much that any of them can do in isolation.


It is really a question of whether it is better to allow suffering for ten or twenty years, while traffic reduction measures take effect and substitute systems are developed; or carry blindly on taking no heed of the warning signs until chaotic and far more dramatic change is forced upon us.


In this case, spending £45-million on a quick fix, while not putting a farthing into an alternative is not good government, no matter what the emotive clamour from the bypass lobby says. Mr. Lentell would do far more good steering his committee towards a position which forms part of a long tern solution to Britain’s transport problems.

Historical footnote:-

By the time the proposed Kingskerswell Bypass (strictly a link or relief road, as the village was bypassed many years ago) was scrutinized by a Public Enquiry in 2009, the cost was put at £138-million.
Letter to the Western Morning News, 18th March, 1996
May I add to the Labour Party’s strong criticism of Railtrack, following the Mail on Sunday’s revelations?


The Government-owned company which commenced trading in April, 1994, has, not surprisingly, turned out to be one of those organizations that everyone hates—like South West Water, the Child Support Agency and the European Assembly. The outfit is loathed by all who come into contact with it. Even its staff—those not lining their pockets and feathering their nests—who were unlucky enough to be sucked in at its inception, I suspect would rather be serving a proper, corporate railway.


Railtrack started life as an abomination and so it will remain until it is put out of its misery. There is not one informed commentator or industry professional who will condone the existence of a track-owing company which does not run any trains.


It is no use likening the railway to other means of transport, as some are inclined to do. The fundamental here is that road surfaces, the air and the sea are media which cars, planes and vessels make unconfined contact with in order to pass; whereas the track and vehicles of a guided transport system are inseparable, precision parts of the same machine—like a typewriter and its carriage or an engine block and its pistons.


This distinguishing feature is one reason why Swiss Federal Railways, unanswerable to Brussels and determined to see its system thrive, has decided against separation of infrastructure and operations.


Sir Peter Parker, a former chairman of the British Railways Board, once described B.R. as “the bargain basement railway of Europe.” He was actually referring to the low level of subsidy it received. He could not have known that his description would later be applied to the whole box of tricks. The land and most of the fixed assets are to be flogged in May for a fraction of their true value, making this by far the most deplorable privatization of all.


Railtrack should not be sold. It should not exist. Labour, in its manifesto extract to be included in the Railtrack prospectus, must pledge, if it wins the next election, to recover control of railway infrastructure and pass it to whichever companies are running the trains.


There is only one way to divide a railway safely and effectively, and that is in complete, territorial units.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 8th April, 1996
Last week, the Teign Valley Railway utilicon was stopped by a Police patrol car on the M5 outside Exeter. On Exe Viaduct, to be precise, just about the most dangerous place for anyone to stop.


The M.P.C., a jovial type, informed me that vehicles using a motorway had to be capable of maintaining 25 m.p.h., and then asked me if I realized that I had been doing a steady 28 m.p.h.


It has to be said that T.V.R. road transport is not quick. The optimum cruising speed of my truck is 24 m.p.h., so I considered that I was legging it at 28.


This was not, however, confided to the M.P.C. I did say that I was an infrequent motorway user: once last year and once so far this year; and I was sensible about when and in what conditions I ventured forth.


But he was unmoved by this. He told me to leave by the next exit—which I was intending to do anyway—and, like a little boy caught scrumping, told not to let him catch me (on his motorway) again.


Two thoughts occurred to me later. Do the Police stop motorists doing 67 m.p.h. and advise them that they are approaching the speed limit?


And where is this brave gendarme when I am travelling by rail alongside the M5 and I see cars keeping pace with a 100 m.p.h. train?

Letter to the Western Morning News, 6th September, 1996

Honestly, how can an intelligent fellow collectively dismiss the assertions of Dr. Colin Bannon, Martin Hughes-Jones of the Green Party and the Cornish Friends of the Earth transport spokesperson as “eco-twaddle?”


Dr. Deryck Laming (W.M.N,, 2nd Sept.) was I suppose, indulging the intellectual’s bent to argue the opposite of what he believes just for the mental exercise—ego-twaddle, you might say.


The “nicotine habit” may be unnecessary, but then it could be said that so is most everything else that human beings do, beyond eating and procreating.


That a smoker chooses to endanger his health is really his own concern; all the state can do is advise. It is only when a man’s activities have an impact on the lives of others that people are justified in taking action.


Cars affect my life directly, in that I have to suffer the wretched things on the street; and indirectly, because the more there are, the less likely it is that there will be the good public transport provision which would give me something like the freedom of the motorist.


Britain is car dependent in two ways: cars are the dominant mode of transport, and the manufacturing and support industry is—for the time being—vital to our economy.


Dr. Laming suggests that road transport is dominant because 20-million voters wish it to be so, yet a great many motorists dislike their lot and yearn for better and wider systems of public transport. There is, however, no means of registering their dissatisfaction.


Far greater industries than car-making have been allowed to collapse. British ship-building and some of the basic industries have declined almost to extinction. Why should motor-manufacturing have a protected status? Why could we not reconstruct part of the huge industry that once built trains and trams and buses?


The first stage in decoupling our economy from car dependence must be to shake the car from our culture, so that any study of it does not have to conclude: “It matters not how bad it is, how much harm it is doing; it simply cannot be touched because our economy would collapse without it.”


Three conscientious, rational correspondents have put their opinions forward—opinions shared by an increasing number of people. They deserve better than to be put down by the croaky voice of the ‘seventies—“we need more bypasses.”
Letter to the Western Morning News, 9th September, 1996

They may not like the look of the protestors camped along the route of the A30 dual-carriageway, but people opposed to its construction should recognize that those who have dug themselves in are at the sharp end of the anti-roads lobby, and that their protests have done more to focus attention on the problem than any amount of tame, indirect action.


Sometimes in a struggle, allies come in strange shapes and from unexpected quarters. Campaigners are more likely to succeed when they set aside their differences and concentrate on the common purpose. I am not ashamed to say that I took the campers at Fairmile a flagon of cider and wished them well. I utterly despise the road builders, and the motley gang settled in their path is doing work for me and many others like me.


Perhaps I would be there with them if I did not have things to lose. Perhaps I am more effective in other ways. Perhaps, after all the excuses, I merely lack the courage.


The trouble is, no reasoned objection has any weight and this is bound to lead people to protest in other ways. Despite repeated claims that when the contractors move in to commence construction of a road, an exhaustive process of consultation has been completed, the fact is that the outcome of supposedly democratic public enquiries must always be a line of route for a new road; there can never be any discussion of the need for the road, never any assessment of the spare capacity elsewhere in the existing transport structure.


One mile north of the protestors’ encampment at Fairmile is the former Southern main line from London Waterloo. It was once a high speed railway carrying goods and passengers. I remember how pleasant it used to be, taking breakfast in a proper dining car while speeding through the East Devon countryside. Now you sit in cramped seats in sub-standard trains run by a bus company over a poorly-maintained single line which hardly sees a ton of freight. Yet could you point the Department of Transport towards this railway and ask: “What about the potential here, along this century-old route?”?


It is no use road apologists saying that people, by turning out in their cars, are exercising choice as free consumers. For this to be true, there has to be a comparable alternative. In this case, it would be a reliable, efficient, affordable and—most importantly—widespread public transport system; which, of course, Britain does not have.


D.o.T. flunkeys stood beside the road monitoring traffic flows, instead of simply recording numbers, should stop the vehicles and question the drivers. The officials would then find that many motorists would say how much they would prefer to give up their cars, or how they would like to use them less; or how they would like shops and facilities, for instance, closer to home, so as to avoid some journeys altogether. It would, I am sure, be brought home to the men with clipboards that motor car ownership does not necessarily signify positive choice; a motorist could be an unwilling participant in the traffic that bloats the statistics in favour of new roads.


Likewise, an analysis of trucks and vans would reveal much wasteful movement, which it would be far better to deal with in ways other than providing new and faster roads. Shorter journey times lead to higher goods mileage and this often undermines local production and supply.


After the Rio Summit, the report by the Royal Commission and heaps of studies, Government is at last leaning reluctantly towards acceptance of the need for traffic reduction. It may only be pap at this stage, but hardly a county or local development plan does not mention the importance of better public transport. Laudably, Devon County puts private transport bottom in its novel Hierarchy of Modes. How can the D.o.T. continue to build new roads on the basis of traffic forecasts cooked up before this change in thinking?


The people camped around Fairmile have my support. I disregard their demeanour and their way of living. I do not ask what they would do if they had nothing to protest about. I support them because they are drawing attention, in the most effective way possible under the present system, to issues that must be addressed as part of a general transport debate.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 23rd September, 1996

So heartened was I after reading your “Get back on track” leader last Friday that it would be churlish of me to find any fault.


Let me just say “good show” and “keep it up!” Balanced journalism may lead to a balanced transport structure.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 5th October, 1996

Your correspondent (“Reopen old rail line,” 5th October) says that Devon County Council should be condemned for its short-sighted attitude towards railways, as if it was responsible for line closures and is now the body that must take the initiative to reopen them.


In fact, the branch and secondary line closures of the Beeching era and later were enacted far away from Devon and the council had no more effect upon the decisions than the individuals and groups that opposed the retrenchment policy. Today, at least on paper, Devon County Council is commendably pro-railway and does what it can within a very unsatisfactory framework to expand the system.


An authority’s bias towards roads is determined more by the number of related jobs than by an ingrained culture. Here, Devon County does not differ vastly from the Department of Transport, in that many more staff is concerned with road construction and maintenance than with the provision of public transport.


In both cases, it is the realization that road transport—the private car, the truck and coach—has been favoured too strongly, causing the degradation of other means, that has led recently to a slight shift in emphasis.


Of course, your correspondent is right to call for the reopening of the former Southern Railway main line via Okehampton and Tavistock. What one hopes will be the first stages of this are already planned, viz. the reinstatement of some passenger services to Okehampton along the privately-owned mineral railway and reconstruction of the line from Bere Alston to Tavistock.


In a properly structured world, the driving force behind these schemes would be the railway itself, eager to exploit new opportunities. But such is the impotence within the industry today, that neither Railtrack nor any of the train operating companies can entertain such territorial expansion. Instead, the promoter of Devon’s first railway rebuilding project is Devon County Council.


When the new Tavistock Station is opened, there will be a gap of 15 miles between it and Okehampton (Meldon Quarry), the completion of which would enable trains to avoid the Great Western main line at Dawlish. In the short term, a much better railway bypass will be made by relaying 15 miles of the Teign Valley Branch, on which work has begun.
Letter to the Western Morning News, 14th October, 1996
Your correspondent (October 10th) who scolded me for my “disgraceful assertion” about the Exeter to Waterloo train service may be surprised to learn that I used it to reach Templecombe last July, meaning that my knowledge is quite up to date.

On that occasion, not far from Exeter, my attempts to retrieve the armrest which had disappeared between the seat and bodyside ended with it coming away completely. Beyond Chard Junction, the whole coach started vibrating alarmingly, causing passengers to remark upon it. When I handed in my armrest to the guard—lying on the table it looked rather like a weapon—and asked about the riding, he told me it was a suspension fault in the carriage; this must have been true because there was no problem on the return journey in a different train.


When I criticized the line in my previous letter, I was comparing the former general purpose heavy railway with what is now virtually a guided busway; alongside which is to be built a dual-carriageway trunk road.


The courtesy and good humour of the staff aside (which I readily acknowledge is true), if your correspondent is happy with the present service, it can only be because a mindset allows him to accept that public transport must always be the poor relation and that pitifully low standards are the best that can be achieved.


The new generation of diesel multiple units in my view is a load of rubbish and I make no exception for the Class 159. Apologists for the worthless automotive designs of these vehicles do railways and rail travel a disservice, because the characteristic strengths of trains which could win back the motorist and coach passenger—comfort, spaciousness, a feeling of security—are in great part missing.


Perhaps railway “fanatics” are right to demand expenditure that your correspondent would brand as “hideous” because everywhere they see the hopelessness of railways run on the cheap.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 24th October, 1996
Your correspondent (Western Morning News, October 24th) who regaled us with the wonderful story of how a sensitive bypass is built did not mention the Department of Transport’s greenest credential: that it plants more trees and shrubs than almost any other body.


What the writer consistently fails to concede, in his digs at road protestors, is that public enquiries do not debate the need for a new road. By the time co-called democracy comes into play, all that is left to decide is the route; the enquiry inspector will state that need has already been established beyond doubt.


Yet it is this basis—Cost-Benefit Analysis and theoretical forecasts of traffic growth—that opponents of unbridled road transport most want to question.


You see, the methods of the D.o.T. are heavily weighted in favour of the motorist. He has only to pass his driving test or tax his vehicle to register demand. He has only to pass by the department’s flunkeys, stood beside the road monitoring traffic flows, to be taken as a statistic. There is no means of finding out whether his journey is frivolous; whether he actually wants to be making it; whether, if there were adequate public transport, he would not prefer to use the bus or train; whether planning policies or styles of development assuming universal car ownership have forced him to be mobile.


The person who has a preference for public transport is neglected. There is no means of registering demand for buses and trains, except by costly research or experimental services. Even where services exist, increased ridership does not always lead to improvement. In a ridiculous case earlier this year, one operator actually raised fares at a South Devon station to suppress peak demand because an increase in capacity could not be entertained; an example of the imbalance between public and private transport provision.


By stopping vehicles and questioning drivers, officials might find that many motorists would say how much they would prefer to give up their cars, or how they would like to use them less; or how they would like shops and facilities, for instance, closer to home, so as to avoid some journeys altogether. The men with clipboards might discover that motor car ownership does not necessarily signify positive choice and that a motorist could be an unwilling participant in the traffic that bloats the statistics in favour of new roads.

Even if you believe that taking far-reaching measures to reduce traffic and to institute public transport services would not work in the long run, it must surely be a better policy at least to pursue them as far as possible, before returning to the practice of merely attempting to satisfy the endless demand for more road space.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 25th November, 1996

Your correspondent’s suggestion that the railway’s sea wall at Dawlish should be defended by china clay waste seems sensible enough.


However, I was talking to a leading geologist the other day who stressed that you have to be mighty careful whatever you do in this situation to avoid a reaction which is worse than the problem you set out to solve.


It may be cheaper to do as one railway engineer suggested and bring in sand dredged at Teignmouth.


Earlier this century, the railway cut back the cliffs behind the wall and barrowed an enormous quantity of earth over the tracks to dump on the beach. It was piled up above the top of the wall and the sea took it all away, as was intended.


The same correspondent repeatedly attacks the idea of reopening the former Southern main line through Okehampton, dismissing it as a “19th-century type railway.”


Most railways began in the 19th century; as we approach the 21st, it is the croaky voice of the 1970s—“build more roads!”—that now seems outdated, not the system that is being widely re-examined.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 2nd December, 1996

In your gross simplification of the whole matter, repeated in various leaders, you always make it sound as if the inspector, at some point in the proceedings of a public enquiry, calls, “Right then, all those in favour of the new road!” And as if the objectors, finding themselves in the minority, go away like poor losers to disturb the peace or write moaning letters.


The need for a new road is decided by the outcome of a Department of Transport study, which will have taken into account existing and forecast traffic flows, and will have used the method of Cost-Benefit Analysis (CoBA), which gives values to such savings as life, fuel and time that might be effected by the making of a new road.


The methods of the D.o.T. are doubly flawed. Firstly, no study of existing traffic is made to see if it can be reduced; forecasts of growth tend to be self-fulfilling; and the values used in CoBA are in some cases too generous, thus weighting the system in favour of new construction. Secondly, no account whatsoever is taken of the capacity of public transport—not as it is, but as it might be if it were to be developed sufficiently, with only a little of the funding earmarked for the new road—to absorb some of the traffic.


This is one of the roots of the problem which cannot be tackled by any democratic process, since the Civil Service seems often to be above Government, and which, though it may not be argued very well, is the reason some of those with strong feelings resort to direct action.


Of course local folk will mostly say that they want the new A30 dual-carriageway built between Honiton and Exeter, even if only reluctantly. But would this be the case today if, thirty-odd years ago, the East Devon branch lines had not been shut and the main line had not been downgraded, but instead modernized and enhanced? Would the statistics now justify a new trunk road if at least some of the commuter and holidaymaker traffic had been captured by rail; if a proportion of the freight passing in and out of the region along this route was on rail?


It is no good replying with a sigh, as many are prone to do, “Yes, yes, we accept that mistakes were made, that railway rationalization has been too severe, but that is all history and cannot be rewritten. The fact is that there is now only one practicable form of transport.” It is no good anymore because the evidence points to the need for some reversal of past blunders and a return to diversity and choice.

True, to reinstate rail services as an alternative would mean people having to carry on suffering misery and inconvenience in the short term; a difficult transitional period would be inevitable. But, like it or not, this is going to occur anyway eventually. The road-building programme is already stalling; energy prices must rise and more costs will be recovered from motorists, coaching firms and truckers.


There is going to be change, I am certain of it. Question is, do we press on regardless with the same doomed system because of a slavish adherence to road transport, until change is forced upon us, or do we now begin to plan ahead along different lines?


The longer it is left, the harder the change will be. For example, within the last ten years, the Western Morning News had its newsprint brought by rail to Plymouth. Now the services that conveyed it have ceased and the facilities used to offload it lie derelict. This is the sort of result you achieve by championing one means of transport alone. You cause the unnecessary growth of one and ignore the decline of the other.


You want the “road wreckers” to stand down (W.M.N., November 29th). What have you to say about the rail wreckers?

Letter to the Western Morning News, 3rd December, 1996

There was a time when the standard British railway wagon carried 12 tons and this persisted well into the modern age, despite the railway’s efforts to entice traders to use larger, more efficient types. The fact is that this capacity suited British commerce.


A railway wagonload equated to two lorry loads and, if this seems surprising today, it has to be understood that most goods vehicles were engaged in local work or in delivering to and from stations and depots.


The great advantage of this system was that almost all trunk movement took place along segregated and reserved routes, and traffic left the network close enough to its final destination to be dealt with by light road transport. In many cases, traffic, particularly of the heavy industries, never left the network at all. Of course, one of the disadvantages was that often much handling was involved to achieve door-to-door transits; although today this has been largely overcome by the use of containers and pallets.


Post-war thinking, heavily influenced by the powerful road lobby, had it that road freight could take over from the railways and offer a better service, if only Government would get cracking on the improvement of the trunk roads, and especially the construction of a motorway network. Surely the idea was that the same vehicles which would bomb along the new fast roads would also penetrate the confines of ancient British towns and the compact industrial areas built around rail transport.


To suggest now that because lorries have grown so huge—as was of course inevitable—to make the trunk haul economic, they should offload short of their destinations and have local delivery made by lighter vehicles, is to set a naught the whole development of road freight transport for the last forty years. The moment you accept that door-to-door transport by one vehicle is not possible, or is really undesirable, you are defeated and in principle as good as back to square one.

What difference is there between the idea of a lorry transhipment centre and a railway station? Well, actually, a big one, since stations used to offer a comprehensive range of services, often including warehousing and distribution, apart from their passenger function. And you have to remember that many stations attracted a neat cluster of complementary development, often with sidings into the various premises.


Today, sadly, some long-closed stations are used as road freight depots, inappropriately sited, for their traffic is seldom of or for the locality, being trunked in and trunked out again over great distances. You can no longer turn up at these places and catch a train or send a parcel, find a point of contact with a highly organized, complete transport system, as you could once have done.


The remarkable thing is, that such is the narrow view today, that it is possible to write an article about freight transport without even mentioning the railway. Some bright spark can come up with the idea of road transhipment centres and put it about as if he had hit upon something new. It is no wonder that much of the knowledge the Romans brought us was lost for centuries, because even now, with all our means of communication and information, it is easy to be ignorant of only recent practice. For it is as if the system that we once had in Devon, with its 158 stations dealing with freight traffic, never existed.


All these years on, with the haulage lobby’s demands met, and with untold expenditure on road construction and vehicle technology, the modern railway wagon can still carry two lorry loads; many gross over 100 tonnes. And between Sampford Peverell and Hele, where the M5 runs beside the Great Western main line, you can observe, albeit rarely, a 75 m.p.h. freight train, traversing a route laid down in 1844, outstripping the passenger traffic on its more expansive neighbour, built in 1975.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 11th December, 1996
Dredging at Teignmouth to provide for defence of the railway’s sea wall was not suggested. The railway engineer knew that this goes on to keep the shipping channel open; what he suggested was using this near-at-hand material which is otherwise dumped.


It certainly seemed to be a more sensible solution than bringing silver sand from 75 miles away, much as I would like to see more china clay waste used and the traffic on rail.


Your correspondent (December 11th) is perfectly correct to say that “there has to be some real and demonstrable benefit to the community” to show for spending public money. Against funding the N.H.S., public transport would seem a low priority. Yet if we continue with the existing private transport system, it may be that more hospitals are needed just to deal with the results; such as greater numbers with respiratory diseases and a general deterioration in fitness amongst the population.


Unfortunately, local authorities in Britain, in financing attempts at public transport revival, have to risk being criticized when there is no much else they could do with available money. For instance, it could be said that in helping to reopen Ivybridge Station, Devon County Council has poured cash down the drain. But this is only the first part of a piecemeal project for the Plymouth commuter belt, which should eventually include new stations at Plympton and in Cornwall, and relaying of the line to Tavistock.


If schemes such as this could be pressed on with more rapidly and were accompanied by national measures to encourage a return to public transport—on the grounds that we will probably have to anyway in the long run—then the community would I think benefit fully and the county council would be seen as having initiated a rolling programme.


The sad thing is that far-sighted proposals, if not brought to fruition vigorously, tend to peter out. This may have happened in Devon: after the reopening of Sowton and Ivybridge stations, the next one, Cullompton, seems to have been stalled. Which puts Kingskerswell, South Brent, Plympton and Tavistock ever further back.


When this railway, the Teign Valley, reopens completely, it will not take a ha’penny of public money. Shifts are bound to occur in the next century which will make possible line reconstruction projects laughed out of court in the present era of cheap oil. This railway has published a vision of its future entitled “A Journey in Time.” It explains in great detail the obvious and underlying changes in fabric, organization and culture which will enable the return of a train service to the Teign Valley. It would no doubt be dubbed “crackpot” by your correspondent.
Letter to the Western Morning News, 27th January, 1997

Your correspondent of January 23rd (“Blocking new roads is not the solution”) states that without a realistic strategy on how to achieve its aims, the Road Traffic Reduction Bill is “farcical.”


As one of the “simple-minded” ones he refers to, I think the bill is a good thing. I have just read it again and it is full of workable solutions to the problems of traffic growth.


Mind you, I do not have a PhD, so perhaps I idn’t reading it right.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 12th February, 1997

Dear, dear, dear. How sad that two of your correspondents still believe that most of the taxes milked from the poor, downtrodden motorist are used to support public spending, rather than to pay for new roads, when I thought everyone now understood this to be road lobby claptrap.


Numerous studies, here and in Europe, have shewn that the tax raised from motor traffic is insufficient to cover its real impact. Add the cost of accidents (estimated by the R.A.C., no less, to be £8-billion a year), of congestion and pollution to the figure for road construction and maintenance, and you have an amount way in excess of revenue. Then there is impairment of health, degradation of the environment, car crime and social disruption—impossible to price.


It is reckoned that road transport pays less then one third of its true costs, and this is with an infrastructure—the road system—which does not have to return a farthing on the capital invested in it.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 24th February, 1997
Your supplementary page of letters on Friday from people recollecting growing up in the West Country was appealing enough to me, without there having to be any added delight.


The countless tales I have heard have altogether given me an impression of life as it was when Devon was seemingly prosperous—industrious even—and yet still so unspoilt. My father fell in love with Devon before the first war and often used to recall the many pleasurable years he spent in Devon and Cornwall between the wars as a locum G.P., exploring the countryside in his Bullnose Morris.


It was surprising and gratifying to find that four of your five correspondents on the subject mentioned the railway, particularly as three of them remembered travelling on the East Dartmoor branches—Teign Valley and Moretonhampstead—in which I clearly have a strong interest.


Though my championing of railways is in many ways pragmatic, I must admit to having been inspired by the combined testimony of so many people; railwaymen among them, yes, of course, but mainly the likes of your writers who simply gave forth unexpectedly in conversation.


The way in which the railway blended into life and landscape has been described to me over and over again, adding to my own experience. Naturally, people tend mostly to speak fondly about the crack expresses or the friendly local lines or the droves of holidaymakers detraining at station all round our coastline, but others have given raw detail about the railway doing the job of work it once did. About how fish left our ports; how the milk made from our rich pastures was on London breakfast tables the next morning; about train after train of Cornish broccoli being rushed to Covent Garden; about how part of the greatest navy in the world was serviced at Devonport; how feeds and fertilizers were distributed from country railheads; about how factories and works all along the line were unobtrusively served by rail; about the farm removals, the circus specials, the rabbits, pigeons, outsize loads and much more besides.


It seemed to me from a very early age that the railways had managed to open up the West Country without really damaging its natural beauty, and this is why I consider it such a tragedy that the system was not developed and modernized as it should have been, but instead replaced by another which required great new duplicate corridors to be built.


The Western Morning News campaigns—I am sure with the best intentions—for modern business parks and new roads to serve them, while glibly relegating the railway to some shadow role, yet it is this kind of sprawl that has to a great extent ruined the Devon that even I can remember as I grew up. I want my fellow West Countrymen to thrive, make no mistake. But I believe there is a way of allowing human prosperity which would not commit the sin of harming our priceless environment.


You see, my railway once took away huge quantities of minerals from the Teign Valley, which kept hundreds of men in work, but the same transport allowed a man to refresh his soul among the spring flowers of Lustleigh Cleave without leaving a mark.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 28th February, 1997

Thank you for the splendid half-page “Western Morning View” of the Teign estuary on Thursday.


I hope nobody’s enjoyment of the picture was spoilt by the Great Western main line passing through the middle.

Letter to the Western Morning News, 13th February, 2000

Lynne Curry can always be relied upon for provocative comment on the daily motorized rat race we refer to as a system of transport. Again this Wednesday (“Motorists Discover Gas-Guzzling Unity), she was quite right to ridicule the popular view of the price-of-fuel protests.


On Tuesday, I went by train to Barnstaple and cycled from there to Ilfracombe, via Braunton, Woolacombe and Morthoe—40 miles altogether, according to the meter. The 12 miles from Ilfracombe Harbour to Pilton I covered in one hour. I am 42 and not particularly fit.


Even though I hold an apparently crackpot view of transport, it gave me no real satisfaction seeing the gas stations with black plastic covering the pumps, and the motorists queued up at the places still open—where all manner of receptacles were being filled as well as the cars’ tanks (unlawfully, since petrol should only held in limited quantities and in properly designed and marked containers)—because I knew in a week’s time all would be back to normal and nothing would have been learnt.


There was a little less traffic on the roads, I fancy, but I did not experience Lynne’s “bliss,” very nearly becoming road kill on several occasions, thanks to maniacal car, lorry and—sadly—bus drivers.


Incidentally, an amusing sight was the folk who had found their way to the various bus stops, but whose furrowed brows while examining the timetables suggested they had last used a bus when a conductor issued the tickets.


All day, beyond the towns, I did not see another cyclist and I desperately wished I could advertise the mode of travel by wearing a bright tee shirt emblazoned with the words “NEEDS NO FUEL!”

The plight of farmers, fishermen and other real sufferers caused me genuine anguish, but, as Lynne correctly pointed out, their fuel, like the railways’, is virtually untaxed. The real issue here is the paltry return for their endeavours, which will not stand even £1 a gallon for diesel.


As for the hauliers, well, I am weeping for them just like they wept for my industry when, like hungry vultures, they picked at it during its dying days. But then, isn’t always the greatest injustice ever inflicted on a member of mankind the one you are on the receiving end of, not the one you caused the other fellow to suffer?
