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STRATEGY FOR BRIDGWATER RAIL STATION  
FRIENDS OF BRIDGWATER STATION 
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This document has been prepared by Friends of Bridgwater Station. Its aim is 

to argue for improved facilities and services at Bridgwater Rail Station. We 

hope to show why we think enhancement and development of Bridgwater Rail 

Station deserves greater focus at this time of expansion of the town and 

surrounding area. 

Friends of Bridgwater Station was formed in the aftermath of the publication of the 

McNulty Review in 2012. Among the Report’s recommendations was the closure of 

750 ticket offices – Bridgwater’s among them. This provided a green light for setting 

up a campaign to save what is left of a once-thriving and vital part of the rail network 

in the south-west, and arguing for improved services. 

This is not just nostalgia! Bridgwater has a population of some 38,000, and is growing 

fast. The location of many new depots alongside the line proves the future potential, 

and also demonstrates the folly of removing freight from the rail system. Network 

Rail, although back in public ownership, seems to be merely performing routine 

replacement, rather than considering what needs to be upgraded and developed. 

Rail does not seem to be high on Somerset County Council’s list of priorities. The 

County Council’s Transport Strategy is still waiting to be written. We believe the 

County Transport Forum is not yet structured and organised in a way that could take 

things forward. It remains, however, the best prospect of influencing Bridgwater rail 

service improvement on re-franchising.  The DfT delegates responsibility to Local  

Authorities for subsidy funding and social engineering, to improve regional railways 

such as Bridgwater’s. 

 



2 

 

A SHORT HISTORY OF BRIDGWATER STATION   

by Mike Hodge 

Bridgwater Station opened on the Bristol & Exeter Railway in June 1841. The 

B&ER amalgamated with the Great Western Railway in August 1876.  

The Railway Hotel stood on the site 

now occupied by a garage adjoining 

the station. My family were the 

hotel owners from the early days: it 

was known as “Hodges’ Railway 

Hotel”. Much of the catering for the 

station was handled by the hotel.  

Until the mid-70s, Bridgwater was 

the chief industrial town in 

Somerset and this generated         

Photo: Bridgwater Town Council                                   considerable business for the Railway.  

British Cellophane came to the town in 1935. The company being in the 

Courtaulds Group meant that a large number of tickets were sold for journeys 

between Bridgwater and Barrow-in-Furness, where the Head Office was 

situated. 

Goods traffic figured considerably. Courtaulds had their own sidings and 

Bridgwater sidings also handled dairy traffic from the milk factory at Bason 

Bridge, and tank wagons from the old Royal Ordnance Factory at 

Woolavington, which was also rail-connected. There were also external sidings 

at Colley Lane, to the west of the station.  

The Bridgwater Docks branch line was very busy until its closure in 1966.  

There were several furniture factories in the town until the mid-70s. Rail was 

used extensively for delivery, and this was known as the “Wicker Traffic”. 

There used to be a loading bay at the Taunton end of the “up” platform. 

Although manufacturing has virtually ceased in the town, service industries are 

booming. This could generate passenger business, but more and better long-

distance trains are needed. Until the early 1980s, a number of long-distance 

trains to the Midlands and North used to stop at Bridgwater. Population 

growth in the last thirty years, we believe, provides a case for Cross Country 

trains to stop here again. 
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TRAIN SERVICES 
The Train Operating Company (TOC) for all services from Bridgwater is First Great Western. 

Arriva Cross-Country Voyager trains do pass through, but are not scheduled to stop, and are  

unlikely to do so within the current franchise, as it is only the next stop from the larger 

stopping station at Taunton. However, this should not rule out the feasibility of some Cross 

Country trains calling at Bridgwater, as part of future development. The 1966 BR timetable 

reveals that at least two trains per day called both at Tiverton Junction (16 miles from 

Taunton) and Bridgwater (11 ¾ miles from Taunton). Tiverton Parkway station, which 

replaced Tiverton Junction in 1986, is a few miles closer to Taunton than its predecessor. 

 

While services south to Taunton might seem reasonable to most, services north to Bristol 

are tiresomely slow, and make little contribution to the much needed re-generation of 

Bridgwater. There are between 6 to 9 station stops between Bridgwater and Bristol Temple 

Meads, all via the Weston-Super-Mare loop line. 

 
The table below shows the 12 May 2014 peak morning Monday-Friday train times from Bridgwater  

TAU  
Time Depart / 

Arrive 

BWT  
Time Depart 

BRI 
Time Arrive  

TOC  Via WSM ? On Train 
Mins  

Mins to BRI 
Via TAU & 
Tau Wait Time 

06:16 <<<  06:03   FGW  N/a 13  

06:34 >>> 06:46 >>> 07:41 FGW Yes 55  

06:51 >>> >>> 07:25 XC No 34 47+35@ 
TAU 

06:54 >>> 07:05 >>> 07:57 FGW  Yes 52  

07:12 >>> 07:23 >>> 08:25 FGW  Yes 62  

07:36 >>> 07:48 >>> 08:41 FGW Yes 53  

07:38 <<< 07:25  FGW N/a 13  

07:51 >>> >>> 08:26 XC No 35 48+13@ 
TAU 

08:12 >>> >>> 08:52 XC Yes 40  

08:24 <<< 08:08  FGW N/a 16  

08:36 >>> 08:48 >>> 09:43 FGW Yes 57  

08:51 >>> >>> 09:25 XC No 34 50+27@ 
TAU 

 

The Table shows that rail journey times from/to Bridgwater need to be reduced to improve 

communications for the recent and continued construction of housing and industrial 
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estates, not least to serve the transport needs of the new nuclear power station project and 

associated expansion in the area. 

 

The roads into Taunton, Bristol and the rest of the UK are generally clogged with traffic. 

Indeed, there is anecdotal evidence of many residents of Bridgwater and the local area 

commuting frequently by road to places served by rail, and also of those who would move 

to Bridgwater if there was a quicker more accessible rail service. Moreover, hard evidence 

of car sharers seeking affordable efficient travel, that the railway could, and should, provide, 

can be seen most days parked up close to the M5 Junctions! 

 

Southbound.  The first stop, at Taunton, is some 13 minutes south by FGW train, where 

faster connecting services can be made to Exeter and the far South West and also to London 

via Westbury. Trains currently run hourly from Bridgwater to Taunton from Monday to 

Friday - slightly more frequently at peak times & less frequently on Saturdays. Currently, 

Sunday trains run at approximately 2-hourly intervals. 

 

Our aspiration is to increase daytime return train service frequency to/from 

Taunton to half-hourly Monday to Saturday, and hourly on Sundays 
 

Northbound. Even the current fastest 6-stop train journey takes 52 minutes to Bristol. This 

is frustratingly slower than the 35 minute journey by Cross Country from Taunton to Bristol 

non-stop, starting some 13 minutes further down the line! First Great Western Trains 

currently run hourly from Bridgwater to Bristol during most of the day, slightly more & less 

frequently at peak times & weekends respectively. Sunday trains run at approximately 2-

hourly intervals 

 

Our aspiration, again, is to Increase daytime return train service frequency 

to/from Weston-Super-Mare to half-hourly Monday to Saturday, and hourly 

on Sundays 
 

We have made repeated requests to First Great Western to introduce a new additional 

hourly return express service from Bridgwater, running on the mainline (bypassing Weston) 

directly to Bristol without stopping, daytime Monday to Saturday. Somerset County Council 

has been kept informed of this request. 

 

We accept that stopping at Highbridge & Burnham , and perhaps also at Worle Parkway 

would be an acceptable compromise to enable commercial viability,  from increased 

passenger revenue, of a new express service. A new car park & bus stop was opened in 

October 2013 at Worle Parkway. This car park remains half empty as there are still no 

additional trains serving the station and increasing rail capacity. 

 

The cross-over track at Bridgwater, from the southbound to the northbound line, 

immediately north of the platforms, would allow the current ''reversible” trains to return to 

Brristol from Bridgwater, without first proceeding to Taunton, as all services currently do. 

This operation was used very successfully during the February 2014 flooding crisis of the 

Somerset Levels and railway track between Bridgwater and Taunton.  

 

We recognise that the proposed new express service would be likely to increase track 

congestion approaching Bristol. This new service would probably have to be introduced in 

conjunction with capacity enhancements, such as lengthening existing loops at Yatton, and 
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converting the redundant sidings at Flax Bourton into passing loops, and re-activating the 

redundant 4-track, running from the Liberty Lane freight depot in to Bristol.  Use of the 

southbound terminus Platform 2 at Bristol, together with the other more dilapidated sidings 

being rejuvenated into platforms, would reduce station congestion. 

 

 

 

The non-competitive renewal in October 2013 of 

the current Franchise to July 2016, without any 

noticeable improvement to services, was 

disappointing, delaying further the realistic 

prospect of improvements for Bridgwater.  

 

We welcomed the Department for Transport 

announcement on 8 May 14, inviting consultation 

on proposals to competitively re-franchise the 

Greater Western routes for 5 years from 

September 2015.  

 
Photo: R Snelling 

 

It is clear that First Great Western and Cross Country consider there is too great a risk to 

profits in altering their schedules to accommodate Bridgwater’s  needs, otherwise they 

would have improved services by now. Wider local authority and Government action is 

needed to generate the necessary passenger increase, along with circumstances that enable 

a virtuous circle of improving train services for the benefit of all.   

 

Now that Somerset is on the recovery from the winter flooding, perhaps there is an 

opportunity for turning attention to railway improvement. 

 

As a minimum, in the interim before new Bridgwater train services can be 

introduced, we aspire to: 

• All First Great Western services passing through Bridgwater to stop at 

Bridgwater –for example, the 1730 from Paddington to Taunton, which used 

to stop at Bridgwater, could easily stop at Highbridge and Bridgwater 

• Extension of the Cardiff - Taunton service to Exeter or Torbay, with 

introduction of higher-quality rolling stock on this service following 

'cascading' of stock from the Paddington suburban services after 

electrification 

• A reduction to 5 minutes of the Bridgwater/ Taunton connection time at 

Taunton with Cross Country northbound trains: currently a 13 - 35 minute 

wait at Taunton. The overall journey time to Bristol via Taunton, of 

13+5+35=53 mins.  with one change, would then be comparable to the 

current direct Bridgwater to Bristol stopping service duration of 53 mins. 

This amendment would allow Bridgwater passengers practical use of the fast 

Cross Country services to Bristol, with much less risk of delay than on the all 

stopping services. This would also require easing of ticket regulations to 

allow travel via Taunton 
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BRIDGWATER STATION FACILITIES 
A brief survey of comparison of Bridgwater with Stroud, Chippenham and 

Gloucester rail stations was carried out: These are stations currently serving a 

similar size population. We must be mindful that Bridgwater’s population is 

growing steadily. On every count, however, Bridgwater station’s facilities 

compare poorly. 

 Gloucester and Chippenham ticket offices are open until 20.00 on weekdays, Stroud until 

18.00. Bridgwater’s ticket office opens until 14.30. All three other ticket offices are open on 

Sunday: Bridgwater is closed. 

Staffing is the most significant aspect of Bridgwater’s deprivation. Currently, the ticket office 

is served by 1 full-time member of staff based in Bridgwater, and 1 General Relief post, 

based in Weston. Stroud has 7 full-time and 2 part-time staff; Chippenham 5 full-time and 1 

part-time Relief post; Gloucester 7 full-time and 1 part-time. Bridgwater has no platform 

staff, while Stroud has 1 full-time and 1 rest-day relief post, Chippenham has 2 part-time 

platform staff, and Gloucester 12 full-time and 8 gate-line staff. In Bridgwater, the company 

has been slow to replace staff who have left or retired, and the ticket office is regularly 

closed, or closed early, due to staff shortages. 

We should like to see ticket office opening hours extended to 6pm, Monday to Saturday, 

and Sunday opening until 2pm. This time-table would require 3 members of staff – one of 

these also providing passenger assistance, and rest-day cover.  

A key issue is disabled access between the two platforms. Currently, disabled passengers, 

travelling alone and alighting on the Down platform, and who wish to access the town are 

stranded, and often have to travel to Taunton and back. There is a need for either a lift, or a 

ramped bridge across the platforms. We have suggested to Network Rail and First Great 

Western that Bridgwater be considered for an Access for All grant to achieve this. First 

Great Western supports our suggestion, but the grants are awarded by Network Rail, and 

we still await their reply. 

 

If the station is to serve a commuting population, and fast, long-distance trains are to be 

encouraged to stop at Bridgwater, then increased car-parking is essential. Stroud has 150 

spaces, Chippenham 640, Gloucester 200, Weston 120, while Bridgwater has currently only 

50. The fee for parking at Bridgwater (£3 daily) is higher than at Weston (£2.50) or 

Highbridge (no charge), and provides both a disincentive to use the station for commuting 

purposes, and an encouragement to park in nearby streets, which are narrow and already 

over-parked. There is a large area of unused, rail-owned land adjacent to the down-side 

platform, which could be used for car-parking. Even more accessible and convenient 

would be the conversion to car parking of the large grassed and fenced area at the station 

front, rather than the housing development currently planned.  

Signage to the station is poor. Once leaving the main A38, the station can be difficult to find. 

There used to be a BR sign on the wall of the building on the corner of Polden Street and 

Wellington Road, but it disappeared years ago. BR had a notice-board for timetables in the 

Market Hall. This should be replaced. 
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The Devon & Cornwall Partnership publish advertisements for rail services in their local 

press, in conjunction with First Great Western – why not do the same in the local press in 

this area? 

Many people in Bridgwater and its catchment area use Taunton station instead of 

Bridgwater. This is, understandable, given the better service of long-distance trains. More 

likely, however, is that many people opt to use cars for the whole journey, which is bad for 

both the train service and the environment. 

Better publicity about what Bridgwater Station can offer would probably 

help. However, in the end, a better service would ensure increased usage. 

 

INTEGRATED TRANSPORT FACILITIES 
Bridgwater has managed to retain its current 'South' Grade II Listed Victorian station on the 

Great Western Main Line. But for how much longer, without development of integrated 

transport access to improved rail services, to generate increased passenger use? 

 

SInce the closure 

of the town 

centre's 'North' 

railway station in 

1952, the former 

site is occupied by 

Sainsbury's 

supermarket.  

Bridgwater North 

Railway Station 

site was only 0.2 

miles from the 

current Town  
Bridgwater North Station entrance 

© Copyright Ben Brooksbank and licensed for re-use under this Creative Commons Licence 

 

Centre Bus Station, whereas the current Railway Station is some 0.5 miles from the Bus 

Station. This is too far to walk for many passengers, especially with luggage. There is 

currently no bus connection from station to town, rendering the train PlusBus ticket offer 

useless. We wonder whether integrated transport has been given any thought since the 

North Station was closed all those years ago.  

 

Apart from the town centre connection, there is an obvious link between nearby Cannington 

and the rail station. Cannington has tourist attractions, as well as a College Campus, and the 

station is much used by students there, so why can’t the Bridgwater- Cannington service 

start from the rail station? If the Hinkley C development goes ahead, a large number of 

people will travel there from a wide area, and they should be encouraged to use rail and a 

bus link from the station to Hinkley Point. 

The forecourt at the station should be remodelled, to provide a proper bus stop and shelter, 

and more thought should be given to providing information about, buses, taxis and general 
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travel information. Bridgwater has a large number of cyclists and adequate and safe 

provision should be made for all those wishing to cycle to the station. 

Although the proposed “Celebration Mile” improvements from the Railway Station to the 

Town Centre are long overdue, we hope that the Town Planners will heed our request to 

improve Bridgwater rail services first, to offer an increase in rail passengers using the Town 

as an incentive to investors in the Celebration Mile. 

 
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Despite the aura of doom and gloom about transport 

funding, we believe there is a positive future for Bridgwater 

train services. The town is expanding, and demand for rail 

services is growing – particularly from the young. Rail also 

plays an important part in the reduction of carbon emission 

and in tackling congestion. Apart from the bicycle, rail is the 

most environmentally friendly form of transport. 

 

We want to arrive – rather than merely travel hopefully! We 

appeal to Train Operating Companies, local authorities and 

members of the public to read this Strategy and consider 

how to work with us to achieve its aims. 

  

FRIENDS OF BRIDGWATER STATION 

September 2014 

c/o 1 Blake Place, Bridgwater, Somerset, TA6 5AU 

 

Conceived, compiled & edited by: G Burrows, M Heybyrne, M Hodge, B 

Holbrook, C Hooper, J Hunter-Tod, J Isherwood  

 


