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INTRODUCTION

The introduction of so powerful an agent as steam to a carriage on wheels will make a great change in the situation of man.

THOMAS JEFFERSON, 1802

This book is an update of the 2015 publication Trains: A Miscellany. It takes account of exciting new developments and achievements, including London’s new Elizabeth line, the return of the Flying Scotsman to the tracks of Britain and parliamentary approval for HS2, the railway that will provide superfast links from London to Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds. Further afield, China has been building the ‘Steel Silk Road’, a twenty-first-century version of the ancient Silk Road, but on rails. This burgeoning freight network now includes a through service along 7,500 miles of track from Yiwu (near Shanghai) to London.

It is a remarkable fact that some of the most recent developments in the world of rail have centred around the steam train. Not only has the legendary Flying Scotsman returned to service, it has been joined by Tornado, the first brand new steam locomotive to be built in Britain since 1960. For those of us who’re old enough, the heritage trips that such trains provide offer a return to the sights and sounds of our childhood (which, come to think of it, I don’t ever remember asking to leave behind in the first place).

Whatever age we are, though, and whatever the trains of our particular age looked like, we all remember the excitement of first seeing trains as children. Many of us were lucky enough to have train sets of our own, whether the wooden ones that have to be pushed around the track or the more sophisticated ones that seemingly travel on metal rails of their own accord, sounding and looking for all the world like the real thing. Trains also crop up frequently in our children’s books and TV programmes. Not knowing as a child who Thomas the Tank Engine is compares with not knowing that ice cream exists as a foodstuff. Sooner or later we experience the exhilaration of getting on an actual train, chattering excitedly about everything that can be seen from the window. (‘Look, a sheep!’)

But then something even more amazing happens. In the years that follow, we discover that the joy and excitement of travelling by train doesn’t disappear after we have tired of squealing at the sight of a sheep, cow or tractor. We discover the possibilities of rail travel and the destinations on offer to us. Other towns and cities in our own country suddenly don’t seem nearly so far away, and nothing can be more foreign than the first train journey we experience in a different country altogether. The shapes and colours of the trains are different abroad, and the sights, sounds and smells of the journey are ones we have never before experienced. ‘This is the life,’ we think. And it is.

In my early twenties, I ‘did Europe’ on a Eurorail pass with a friend. We had planned to take in as many countries as possible in a month but loitered too long on the French Riviera before travelling the length of Italy. We managed only two countries (or four if you include the principalities of Monaco and San Marino), but we absorbed them in a way that would not be possible travelling by any other means. The combination of carefree journey and anticipated destination offered by rail travel has always been hard to beat.

I have been lucky enough since then to travel further afield by rail, including a journey on the overnight sleeper from Jaisalmer in Rajasthan’s Thar Desert to New Delhi (when Indian families without two rupees to rub together insisted on sharing their home-cooked pakoras and bhajis); a tiffin lunch on the heritage British-built North Borneo Railway (on which pith-helmeted waiters only ever stopped smiling for the more serious business of having their photographs taken); and a trip from Adelaide to Melbourne on Australia’s Great Southern Rail. In Mumbai, I jumped onto local trains for a couple of stops just to experience the colourful sea of saris and happy, smiling faces that could not have contrasted more with those of glum, grey commuters into London if they tried.

I have dipped into the past on a number of other heritage railways, such as the vintage diesel Conway Scenic Railroad in New Hampshire, the Strathspey Steam Railway in the Scottish Highlands and the Golden Arrow Pullman experience of the Bluebell Railway in Sussex. I have ridden the bang-up-to-date present on the Skytrains of Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur, and I have travelled on the Jungfrau Railway through the Eiger mountain in Switzerland to arrive up in the sky itself. The fact is, you have to travel to some pretty remote places to be far from an opportunity to jump on your next train.

Whether you yearn for the romantic age of the steam engine, thrill at the speeds reached by today’s superfast trains, dream of travelling on the world’s great long-distance rail journeys, or long to take the narrow-gauge ‘Toy Train’ up to the tea plantations of Darjeeling, this book offers you a whistle-stop tour of all that is fun and interesting about the intriguing story and ongoing excitement of train travel.

So hop on board, sit back and enjoy the ride to discover how heptathlete Jessica Ennis-Hill and swimmer Ellie Simmonds helped build the new Elizabeth line through London, why Manchester United might not exist as a football team had it not been for the advent of the railway, and why ‘Soapy’ Smith had to be shot dead to allow the White Pass and Yukon Railroad to be built.
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