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MICHAEL PORTILLO was a Member of Parliament for eighteen years and held three positions in the cabinet. For sixteen years he was a resident commentator on BBC’s satirical look at politics, This Week. He started presenting Great British Railway Journeys for the BBC in 2009, and has also shot series in continental Europe, North America, India, Southeast Asia and Australia.




About the Book

It is now over a decade since the much-loved Great British Railway Journeys series set off on its incredible run discovering the cultural, social and engineering landscape of the United Kingdom through the prism of George Bradshaw’s Handbook to rail travel. Veteran politician and ex-cabinet minister Michael Portillo has since presented eleven seasons of this ever-popular show on BBC Two, covering every part of the existing train network in Britain, as well as others that were closed as a result of the Beeching Report in 1963. Across a decade of these journeys, Portillo has celebrated how every corner of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland was opened up by the railway line as a result of the Industrial Revolution, thus giving fans a unique insight into our shared past of train travel since the Victorian era.

With the anniversary, this new collection will celebrate Michael’s top fifty journeys from the hundreds he has covered, adding more insight and analysis to some of the greatest railway lines, stations, bridges, viaducts and tunnels the Victorians built to create the world we now live in. From Paddington Station to the Clifton Suspension Bridge; the Southend Pier line to the milk wagons departing from Blake Hall Station. An unrivalled narrative to be treasured.

Greatest British Railway Journeys is both a celebratory and charming ride through our country’s beloved history – all from the unique position of a train seat.




This book is dedicated to the memory of Cat Ledger



 

As the railway age got underway, the whole of Ireland was part of the British Empire and the engineering innovators were drawing from the same well. As such, the story of great railway lines and the men who made them in Ireland reflects those in the United Kingdom, with similar outcomes in terms of commerce and communication.
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Introduction by Michael Portillo

If you search online for ‘Portillo moment’, lots of results come up. My humiliating defeat in my parliamentary seat in Britain’s 1997 general election has passed into the history books and become a saying in its own right, albeit in a minor way. But another door opened for me, as the saying goes.

Quite soon, I began to receive invitations to make television documentaries. One commission was for a BBC Two series, Great Railway Journeys. The show had a different presenter each week, who was encouraged to introduce an autobiographical element to their episode. I made a journey around Spain, where my father, Luis, had been caught up in the Spanish Civil War, and later exiled. The programme included interviews with his brothers, who had fought on the other side of the divide, which helped to make it pretty emotional for me.

Fully ten years later, when a television production company had it in mind to make a series about rail journeys using an antique Bradshaw’s Handbook to steer the course, the company’s chief executive, Lorraine Heggessey, reputedly suggested that I should be the presenter. She had been with the BBC when I had set off across Spain, and remembered my programme. I was initially engaged for a short series; but at the time of writing, we are in our twelfth year of filming railway adventures, with twenty-seven series under our belts.

Our first jaunts were in the United Kingdom, and each year since then we have filmed a series ‘at home’. That surprises people, who ask, ‘Surely you’ve been everywhere by now?’ I would not quite claim that, but in any case, I have never been embarrassed to return to a place in order to uncover some different part of our history. It has also helped that we have used Bradshaw’s books from different eras, enabling us to focus on three time periods: the 1860s; the years immediately before the First World War; and the late 1930s, as war loomed once again.

The programmes have therefore changed their look – and not only because the presenter has grown older! For the mid-Victorian era, the archival imagery available to us consisted largely of illustrations, with the occasional photograph. When we reached 1913, photographs were plentiful and there was even some grainy moving footage. By the time of the 1936 guidebook, moving images abound.

George Bradshaw was born in Salford in 1801 and became a cartographer. He mapped canals and then railways, and spotted a gap in the market. While each rail company made it known when its own trains would run, the range of available services was not collated in a single book. Bradshaw’s Railway Time Tables were first published in 1839, and from 1841 a new edition was published monthly until 1961.

The timetable’s complexity came to be parodied in music hall song, and it soon made appearances in British literature. Setting out to solve a new case, Sherlock Holmes would ask Dr Watson to fetch the Bradshaw’s from its place in the bookcase at 221B Baker Street. When Jonathan Harker first encounters Dracula in Transylvania, he is lying on a sofa ‘reading, of all things in the world, an English Bradshaw’s Guide’; for how, without a Bradshaw’s, would the vampire plan the transport of fifty boxes of earth from Whitby, where he would land in England, to King’s Cross station in London? ‘Bradshaw’s’ became a generic noun for a timetable, much as, in my youth, ‘Biro’ meant any ballpoint pen, and ‘Hoover’ any vacuum cleaner.

Because we have passed through a revolution in information technology that has transformed our lives, we can perhaps understand how, in another era, the arrival of the railways changed everything. Before the railways, the world was as described by Jane Austen. Ordinary people walked most of their journeys. Those who were better off had horses, and for special journeys there were horse-drawn coaches. But these ran on rutted roads and were slow and uncomfortable. The upper classes embarked on grand tours, made possible by ship. Such excursions might take months, and storms, rocks and even pirates had to be braved along the way.

Robert Stephenson’s Rocket had a top speed of thirty miles per hour, quite unlike anything that had travelled on land before. The Liverpool & Manchester Railway had been engineered by his father, George. Inaugurated on 15 September 1830, it was the first service to be operated entirely by steam locomotives (that is, with no need for winches or horses). It was dual-track and signalled, and on the first day, eight locomotives were fielded. It is extraordinary to me that the railway that was opened that first day was already so complete and versatile.

Indeed, in the nearly 200 years since then, the technology of railways has remained recognisable. Steam locomotion has been replaced by electric traction, but metal wheels still run on metal track, generally using a standard gauge first deployed by the Stephensons. In recent years, there has been a high-speed revival of railways in much of Europe, China and Japan, and they are clearly the direct descendants of that first Liverpool to Manchester line. I cannot think of any other Victorian invention that has ‘lasted’ so well.

Some of the first British railway journeys that we filmed were intended to be nostalgic for me. My mother’s father was John W. Blyth, a manufacturer of linen in Kirkcaldy, and a collector of art, in particular Scottish paintings. My mother, Cora, would take me and my brothers to visit her parents. We made the journey thriftily, by night. Marketing hype is not new, and that slow train, on which we tried to snatch sleep while sitting bolt upright, was dubbed ‘the Starlight Special’.

What was special was the arrival. We lived in a semi-detached house in London and my parents had no car. At Kirkcaldy, John Blyth’s chauffeur, resplendent in a double-buttoned tunic, leather driving gloves and cap, met us in the monogrammed maroon Daimler. It purred the short distance to Wilby House, which struck me as magnificent, not least because pictures hung everywhere. A gong was rung for meals. But when allowed to ‘get down from the table’, I didn’t need to go far beyond the garden to see the steam trains plying between Edinburgh and Dundee.

Shortly before reaching Kirkcaldy, the Starlight Special crossed the Forth Bridge. To my young eyes, it was the most magnificent piece of engineering imaginable, and the passage of decades has not lessened my sense of awe.

I am almost as impressed by the Ribblehead Viaduct, but the nostalgia is of a different sort. When I became a transport minister in 1988, British Rail had applied to close the Settle to Carlisle railway in order to save money and avoid expensive repairs to the viaduct. I was keen to refuse permission, because I valued the railway’s heritage so much. However, it was tricky, since the government was urging British Rail to reduce its losses.

The Friends of the Settle–Carlisle Line proved to be a formidable force. They alerted rail lovers that the line might soon be gone, and passenger numbers climbed steeply during what might have been its last summer. Meanwhile, an engineer called Tony Freschini found a way to cut two-thirds from the bill for viaduct repairs. With fare income up and restoration costs sharply down, I was able to sign the refusal of closure.

When I travelled on the line filming for Great British Railway Journeys, I felt great personal joy because the line had survived. Crowds of people were out in the valleys to film the steam locomotive panting up the gradients through that magnificent scenery. The stations are beautifully kept by local volunteers, and villages along the way flourish thanks to the tourists attracted by the railway.

The third route that evokes memories for me is that short stretch on the Isle of Wight from Ryde to Shanklin, although when I travelled on it during summer holidays, it went on through the Boniface Down Tunnel to Ventnor; and, as it did so, the compartment filled with smoke from the locomotive. That smell, whenever I encounter it today, carries me directly back to childhood. Now, the service is operated by superannuated London Underground stock. It’s not the same, but I love the fact that the line remains highly quirky.

During my early journeys of the series, I said the word ‘Victorian’ as often as I said ‘Bradshaw’. Suitably, Queen Victoria featured frequently in our storytelling. She had a fear of speed, which, at first, made her reluctant to use railways. However, her husband, Prince Albert, was drawn to modern things, and he persuaded her aboard. She had to admit that the comfort of her private rail car far surpassed any horse-drawn coach, and she became a frequent user of trains between Windsor station (the scene of a failed assassination attempt upon her) and London, and to and from the South of France. She died at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, and her coffin was returned by train, first to Waterloo, and then from Paddington on to Windsor.

Railways have been an important part of the modern human adventure. They accelerated the Industrial Revolution, as coal and timber were hauled to cities, factories and ports. They enabled the working class to travel, not least on holiday specials, which carried excited families from grimy cities to sandy resorts. Railways made women more independent, because the previous practice of chaperoning became impractical on frequent and lengthy train journeys. They increased contact between countries, but also played a macabre role in mechanised war.

Over the years, I have enjoyed my journeys very much, and I have met a large number of enthusiastic people with a story to tell me about the past. The history that I have learned has been my biggest stimulus. It has been exciting, at each stop, to discover what happened in that place. Perhaps an entrepreneur established a mill, or King George V arrived on the Royal train, or future prime minister James Ramsay MacDonald grew up in poverty, or unemployed men gathered to march from Jarrow to London.

At school, I learned about the Domesday Book. It is a great manuscript register of England and Wales ordered by William the Conqueror. It simply records exactly what there is in each place. At times, as the number of rail journeys has grown, I have felt as though we were making a new register, logging in each place what was and what is, along with an explanation of why railways might have been important in the transitions from one era to another. If that’s what we have been doing, then our work is not yet done. How could it ever be, when there is always more to discover?
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