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Pilning Station
In the last newsletter, we reported rumours that Network Rail intended to close Pilning
station. Not quite true but things have become clearer since then - and this is an update of
what has occurred in the last few months.
The Facts:
Because of electrification being carried out from London to Cardiff, some bridges along the
route have to be raised or replaced to permit sufficient clearance above the overhead
lines. One of them is the footbridge at Pilning station. Network Rail will remove this
bridge during 3 Saturday possessions (29th October, 5th November, 12th November) and
does not intend to replace it. This means that there will be no access to the westbound
platform (towards Wales) - and so passengers returning from Bristol to Pilning will have to
travel on to Severn Tunnel Junction, cross over the bridge there and then catch a return
train to Pilning on the eastbound track. Those travelling to Cardiff from Pilning will have to
go to Filton Abbey Wood in order to catch a train to Cardiff. Network Rail say that they do
not intend to remove the westbound platform or to close the station.
Network Rail consultation?:
On 21st April 2016 Network Rail circulated below letter to an unknown distribution list
asking for comments on footbridge removal with a deadline of 23rd May 2016. Then on
25th May 2016 they circulated another electronic letter stating that the consultation
period had ended, any objections received had been “satisfactorily resolved” and as such
the works can now be undertaken. They had not consulted with WEP or even with Pilning
Parish Council - whom you might expect to have some views on the subject!
Network Rail reasons for non replacement:
 Only one person a week uses the existing service - showing lack of demand. [Hardly
surprising considering the lack of a proper service - just two trains a week on Saturday].
 Even before 2006, when there was daily service, few people used it. [Once again
hardly surprising as the service was not in the least passenger friendly. Besides that,
there has been a general increase in the number of people using trains since then].
 The bridge is life-expired and time-expired. [This was when we asked whether it could
be jacked up to give the necessary clearance - their answer meaning that they
considered that the bridge could not be re-used. We are not convinced that they have
had a full technical survey done on the condition of the bridge].
 A 'like for like' bridge would cost c. £1M and a DDA-compliant bridge c. £3 to 4M. [We
were told this at the drop-in session - with the caveat that these were only very rough
estimates. They had not done a costing exercise and there was no money to do so!].
 The platforms would need extensive works to take a replacement bridge - this would
ramp up costs. [We heard this for the first time at the drop-in session].
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The local authorities (West of England Partnership and Local Enterprise Partnership),
who are responsible for putting forward strategic transport plans, have not included
Pilning in the plans for MetroWest. [This is true but we are lobbying for them to build a
case for Pilning].
GWR have said that they will introduce new services (e.g. to Pilning) only on the basis
of local demand - instead of creating new services in the hope that they will be used.
[This is in relation to requests for a better service provision at the station].
Severn Beach station is nearby and would provide a better service. [But Pilning is on a
different route to Severn Beach; those wishing to travel to Wales from Pilning would
not wish to go all the way round to Temple Meads when they could go straight from
Pilning through the Severn Tunnel. Also, sadly, the service from Severn Beach will be
limited - partly because of the problem with the Port access].
Pilning residents have stated a preference for using the Severn Beach line. [We do not
know what this statement is based on].
This is only a 'minor modification' to the status of Pilning station. [We strongly disagree
- this should be regarded as closure of part of the station and so subject to the full
statutory consultation under the Railways Act 2005].

Arguments for footbridge replacement & increased service:






Network Rail say they are not closing the station but the loss of the westbound
platform is tantamount to a closure. The service is bad enough already but the added
time and trouble caused by this would put off all but the most dedicated rail traveller
from using the station. It is a closure by stealth.
It has a strategic position on Severnside with a direct connection to Wales, and the
West of England Partnership requested an increased service for Pilning in the 2014
Great Western franchise consultation.
There are up to 10,000 new jobs planned for the area and so there will be the demand
for a proper (increased) service calling at Pilning Station.

Some of the actions aiming to reverse this decision:
17th June: FOSBR put in a statement to the West of England Partnership Joint Transport
Board (WEP JTB) about the lack of proper consultation.
15th August: Pilning Parish Council wrote to Chris Grayling (Transport Minister) explaining the problems and asking for support to have the bridge replaced.
20th August: 'Save Pilning Station' - a
meeting
of
residents,
Parish
Councillors and FOSBR on Pilning
station to highlight this NR decision.
Speakers from FOSBR, Parish Council,
SevernNet all explained why this was
a bad decision and the meeting was
reported in the local Gazette.
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9th September: FOSBR put forward a Statement to the WELEP Joint Transport Board. In
this we discussed reasons why the Pilning station footbridge should be replaced.
10th September: It seemed likely that
the footbridge would be removed during
the temporary line closure for the Severn
Tunnel electrification works from 12 Sept
to 21 Oct. To mark this occasion, FOSBR
members caught the morning train from
Pilning to Yatton - then spent time there
in the cafe, walking & cycling. On our
return to Pilning, we met many rail fans
on the platform who, like us, were
determined that it should not be the last
train to Pilning.
11th September: A transport questionnaire had been sent to residents in Pilning and
nearby villages. The results from 100 responses were analysed by local data analyst Olga
Taylor - showing considerable support for improving train services at Pilning station.
A Petition was set up: 'We the undersigned are concerned about the possibility of the
westbound platform at Pilning Station being closed when the footbridge is removed in
September. Pilning is a future growth area for industry and housing. We call on Network
Rail to replace the footbridge and keep this station open in both directions so that Great
Western Railway can restore a daily commuter service'. This was signed by 142 people and
64 comments were received.
12th October: Network Rail held a drop-in session at Pilning, where NR staff would be
available to answer questions about the electrification and related works. Two FOSBR
members attended. Basically we were told that it was a fait accompli and they advised
FOSBR to request South Gloucestershire Council to start a business case for Pilning despite Pilning station being at that time fully operational with the footbridge intact.
14th October: FOSBR submitted a Statement to West of England Local Enterprise
Partnership Strategic Leaders’ Board (WELEP SLB), the summary being shown below:
Pilning – Network Rail’s proposed closure by stealth – an appeal to the Secretary of State
Network Rail are proposing to shortly remove the footbridge at Pilning Station, thereby
closing the westbound platform at Pilning, as part of electrification of London to Cardiff
Line. This was done with the very minimum of consultation. FOSBR maintain that having
trains call in one direction only will have the effect of deterring even the users of the
current Saturday excursion service, and moreover prevent any trial commuter service from
being successful. FOSBR argue that this means that the proposed change should be
treated in the category of closure of all or part of a station under the Railways Act 2005,
and therefore that the Secretary of State should have carried out a full statutory
consultation. FOSBR anticipates that there will be a healthy demand for rail services at
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Pilning Station now that there is nearby Severnside industrial development, and calls on
the Secretary of State to carry out the full statutory consultation now, or else to commit to
replace the current footbridge as part of the electrification works.
16th October: Tina Biggs, FOSBR Secretary, sent an email to Chris Grayling - arguing
strongly for the replacement of the footbridge or for a formal station closure procedure
carried out (a costly procedure that NR will not want to carry out).
What will happen now?
Network Rail is under intense pressure to keep control of costs of the Great Western
electrification project. The decision not to replace the Pilning Station footbridge and, for
all intents and purposes, to close the station by stealth must have seemed an easy hit and
an attempt has been made to get it done 'under the radar'. However FOSBR and other rail
campaigners such as Railfuture, together with local residents and parish councillors for the
Pilning area are not going to take this lying down - and will not give up lightly. But first of
all we must see how Chris Grayling responds to the appeal and then plan our campaign
accordingly. We will keep you posted.
**************************************************************************

Another story about Pilning

Terry Miller

The photo below shows an incident on 6 May 2008 when a westbound HST failed at
Pilning. Passengers were eventually transferred to another HST on the other platform to
take them back to Parkway (where they transferred to the next westbound HST). That
footfall of transferring HST passengers would not have been counted!
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SITA Waste Train
In the last newsletter we told you about the new 'Severnside Energy Recovery Centre'
being constructed on Severn Road. The plan was that SITA UK would deliver waste from
London by train to be burnt at the site. This is now in full swing and one train a day travels
along the Severn Beach line nearly up to Severn Beach station and then reverses along the
newly reconstructed rail spur into the site; it then returns back to London back along the
same route.
Initially there have been some complaints about the noise from late running trains - when
the waste trains were running through at 1 am and 4 am. However now they have settled
down to a regular pattern, passing along the Severn Beach line as follows:
 Monday to Friday evenings: 23.30 with the return (empty) train coming back through
at 06.00am
 Saturday evening: it doesn't run
 Sunday afternoon: at 17.30 with the return train coming back through before 06.00am
Monday

Passing through Montpelier station on a
Monday night

Passing through Clifton Down station
on Sunday afternoon
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Class 230s

Carol Durrant

In May 2016 FOSBR
were invited to visit the
Vivarail facility near
Stratford-on-Avon.
Vivarail are converting
ex-Underground trains
to run mainline services.
These trains will be
known as Class 230s or
D-trains.

The old D78 units were used on the District line until they were replaced by S stock so that
all London Underground subsurface lines could have a common fleet. Vivarail plan to reuse the D78 lightweight aluminium bodyshells, reinforcing them where door openings are
altered for new interior layouts. Traction motors and bogies will be retained and diesel
Ford engines will be inserted into easy-access modules.
Fuel consumption will be low due to “stop-start” engine technology and lightweight
carriages. Vivarail claim that fuel consumption will be around 0.5 litres per car per mile
with a maximum speed of 60 mph. The design of the engine modules means that diesel
engine systems can be quickly exchanged for maintenance purposes. It also ensures that
the trains are future-proofed: the Class 230 can be easily modified to use up-to-date
technology such as batteries or energy recovery systems.
At Long Marston our group (which included representatives from TOCs and the DfT) rode a
3-car prototype unit around the track circuit at the test facility. The front carriage in which
we travelled retained the District line seat layout. The middle carriage had been stripped
for conversion to a sample layout.
The marketing material emphasises that a variety of formations are available that would
suit commuter services, branch lines or tourist routes by varying the combination of
seating, tip-up seating, disabled spaces, cycle spaces, toilets and servery. Doors can be
driver-operated or guard-operated.
At the time of my visit, Vivarail were nearing completion of the Network Rail compatibility
certification process for Class 230s. The trains were to be trialled in the GWR region on the
Plymouth-Gunnislake branch line but this arrangement fell through. Vivarail have 150 3car units (or 2-car or 4-car combinations) that can be converted, once customer orders
have been confirmed.
Past visitors to the Vivarail test facility have also included representatives from North
Somerset Council and the West of England Partnership (WEP) - they had been impressed
6

by the range of layouts available. However, WEP have pointed out that MetroWest Phases
1 & 2 is a challenging train timetable to deliver. A train with a top speed of 60mph could
not be used on services to Bath Spa, Yate, Henbury or Weston and on the Portishead line,
speeds will reach 75mph on the rebuilt stretch between Pill and Portishead. However, the
Class 230 does compare favourably to other rolling stock for fast acceleration and Vivarail
are also providing comparisons for loading/unloading speeds. The current assumption is
that Class 16xs cascading down from Thames Valley services will be used for MetroWest.
Since my visit, Vivarail has signed its first passenger service lease deal with the West
Midlands Combined Authority, which will see London Midlands operate a three-car Class
230 prototype on the Coventry to Nuneaton line for an initial period of 12 months. It is
good to see that these units are being trialled and are likely to form part of the solution to
the national shortage of rolling stock.

Filton Bank project deserves more praise

Eric Wildman

The Filton Bank Project is now in full swing. Civil engineering work can now be seen taking
place between Dr Days Junction and Bristol Parkway: disused bridges restored, earthworks
undertaken, new over rail bridges to allow for clearance for overhead wires and, more
importantly for Bristol, preparation for the restoration of four tracks between Temple
Meads and Parkway.
Despite not receiving much publicity, the Filton Bank Project could improve Bristol's
transport more than MetroBus.
The congestion caused by the reduction to two lines in 1982 stymied growth of badly
needed local rail services for the gridlocked city. The extra lines and platforms at Filton
Abbey Wood and Bristol Parkway will allow for the development of local services north
and south of the town.
First on the cards will have to be the reopening of the Portishead line to passengers and,
once this project is safely in the bag, rail campaigners should turn their sights on getting
Thornbury reconnected to the national rail network. Track (albeit in a poor condition)
exists to Tytherington Quarry along with tunnels under the A38, allowing an edge of town
station to be built. The extra platform at Bristol Parkway will allow local trains to connect
with long-distance ones and more of them through to a reopened Yate to Thornbury line.
Together with a reopened Wickwar, Charfield and a mainline Stonehouse station, Severn
Vale and Bristol can grow together into a vibrant economic area to the mutual benefit of
the city and the countryside.
This letter was published in the Bristol Post on Thursday 22 September 2016.
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A Quick Look at Potential New Stations (Part 2)
As promised in the last newsletter, here are our thoughts on some more stations that
could be considered for re-opening in the future. We looked at six stations previously here are six more.
7) Long Ashton Station
There had been two stations (both on the same site) to service Long Ashton. The first,
named 'Ashton', was opened in either 1841 or 1852 and closed in 1856. The station was
reopened as 'Long Ashton Platform' in 1926; its name changed to 'Long Ashton' in 1929
and it closed in October 1941. No traces of this station remain but it was located where
now the Long Ashton bypass crosses the railway line.

There has been some support for opening a station for Long Ashton and plans were
submitted in 2010 to reopen the station, about 1 mile west of the original site, as part of
the University of Bristol's Fenswood Farm development; this does not appear to have
proceeded any further.
We thought that, with a population of c. 6,000, there should be scope for a new station
and so looked around the area in detail. Where the line passes closest to the village, on its
western side, the line is in a very deep cutting - building a station there would be
extremely difficult and expensive. To the east, there is about 250 m distance between the
houses and the railway as the crow flies. However at present the only route down to the
railway line is along Yanley Lane and, having to use this access, makes travel distance from
the houses to a station considerably longer. It is unlikely that nowadays many people
would walk to a possible station near Yanley Lane and so either a bus would be needed to
serve the station or car parking provided. Neither of these options seem particularly
feasible and so reluctantly it seems to us that it would be extremely difficult to provide a
station for Long Ashton.
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However there is a plan, being put forward by Taylor Wimpey, for a new development on a
305 hectare site - to be known as 'The Vale'. The proposed site is bounded to the east by
south Bristol and to the west by the A370 Long Ashton bypass and the Barrow Gurney
reservoirs. Up to 4,500 homes are planned, together with employment areas, educational
facilities, sporting and leisure/ shopping facilities.
The developers are stressing the
potential for good public transport
links - with possibility for
extending the Metrobus to serve
the development.
They are also planning to set aside
land adjacent to the railway for a
new station (probably not far east
of the original station). Although
we do not necessarily condone
development of greenfield land, if
it does go ahead, we would
certainly support the new station.
Public exhibitions of the proposals, where Taylor Wimpey's development team experts
were on hand to answer questions, were held in July at Barrow Gurney, Long Ashton and
Dundry. Further information can be found at www.thevale-northsomerset.co.uk.

8) Charfield Station
This station opened in 1844 and was closed to both passenger and goods traffic in 1965.
The station was the setting for an accident in
1928 (the Charfield Railway Disaster') - when a
southbound night-time mail train overran signals
and hit a goods train manoeuvring into goods
sidings; in the collision the mail train was
diverted into the path of a northbound freight
train. Gas from the mail train ignited and 15
people died in the blaze - two of them being
children whose identity were never established.
There is a memorial to remember those who lost
their lives at St James Church in Charfield.
According to local accounts, from 1929 until the
late 1950s, an unknown woman dressed in black
used to regularly visit the memorial to the crash.
The population of Charfield is some 2,500 and the Charfield Village Plan (2013) sought the
residents' views on, amongst other things, traffic problems in the area. As regards the
possibility of reopening the railway station, approximately 18% of 580 households said
they would use it daily. Further comments were received in 151 of the returned
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questionnaires: 55% supported a reopening, 20% were against, 5% said it would never
happen and 20% were undecided. So there is some local support but of course, if the
station was actually reopened, then it is quite likely that more residents would start to use
the trains again.
The old station buildings are south of the B4058 road bridge. They comprise the old
station building itself (now boarded up), the old stationmaster's house (now a private
house), a redundant/ dilapidated water tower and a derelict toilet building. They can be
accessed via Station Road but they are currently amidst and behind buildings and car
park used as a car dealership/ garage. Could access to the station building be negotiated if
re-opened? Could some of the existing car park be used for railway users? Along the
other side of the track (from where the photo below was taken) runs a road adjacent to a
park - it would not be difficult to build a platform on that side of the track. North of the
road bridge the 2 tracks become 4 tracks. This might offer more flexibility for a new
station on the slow track (but it's next to a grass field - greenbelt land?).

9) Hallen Halt Station
This lay on the Henbury Loop, located just to the west of where Hallen Road crosses the
line. It was opened in May 1910 but closed as a wartime economy measure in March
1915. It re-opened in March 1917 to serve a nearby war supply factory but was closed
permanently in October 1918. A short life!
There is plenty of room to reinstate a platform on the up line (towards London) and
probably one on the down line. However there is a major problem in that between the old
station and Hallen Road lies a secure oil storage compound - completely severing the only
viable access route to the site.
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The station could not be moved east of Hallen Road bridge because the line there goes
into a fairly deep cutting; going east of its present site also presents difficulties in that it
would go further away from its only access point to the outside world - Hallen Road. On
top of this, there are few houses or industry nearby and at present there does not seem to
be plans for this to change. All in all, it seems unlikely that re-opening this station would
be viable.
10) Flax Bourton Station
The original station opened in 1860 as 'Bourton' station, with its name changing to 'Flax
Bourton' in 1888. In order to expand the station facilities, this station closed in 1893 and a
was replaced by a new station about 1/4 mile to the west of it. This second station closed
in 1964. In 1956/7 the private Tyntesfield Sidings were laid just beyond the B3129 Station
Road bridge, to serve a Ministry of Fuel and Power underground fuel depot - this was
closed and disconnected from the running lines in 1964.
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All that remains of the station is a very forlorn station building (vandalised and derelict)
and a derelict goods shed - accessed via a private road leading off the B3130. The old
station building could possibly be refurbished (or more likely replaced) and the platforms
either side of the tracks could be reinstated. A footbridge would be needed to link the
platforms. Also the access into and the area next to the station is sufficient for a car park.
So there is no reason why this station could not be re-opened.

derelict Flax Bourton Station building - Photo by Matt Buck

But would there be sufficient passengers to justify this? Flax Bourton has a small
population of about 700 and, although the station is within walking distance of the village,
would many residents use the station? The station is close to the B3130 and the A370 and
so, with a park and ride, could be accessed by those wishing to commute to Bristol or
Weston/ Taunton. There also has been some talk of using it to serve Bristol airport by bus.
However Nailsea and Backwell station is only 2 miles away; it already has a large car park
and may be a better location for a rail bus interchange.
11) Uphill & Bleadon station
Firstly we went to look at the site of the old Uphill & Bleadon station. This was opened in
1871, midway between Uphill and Bleadon, and closed in 1964.
The remains of the platforms can still be seen and the Stationmaster's house has been
converted into a private residence - which now blocks access to the northbound track.
Access to the southbound track is still available via a short path from Bridgwater Road and
so theoretically a station could be reinstated here although there would be no room for
any car parking.
However the main reason we were considering another station in this area was to look for
a convenient rail station to serve the Weston General Hospital (Grange Road/ Bridgwater
Road) and possibly the Weston College University Campus (Loxton Road). This station is
some way from these and so would probably not be suitable.
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Uphill & Bleadon station in its heyday
Now - few remains left

12) Uphill Junction
With this in mind, we looked further north along the track to where the line to Weston
super Mare branches off from the main line. This is Uphill Junction, the southern end of
the Weston Loop, which was opened in 1884. As far as we know there never was a station
there but there could be. There is a gated access track from Loxton Road to the junction
area and it might be possible to install platforms either on the main line or more likely on
the Loop line to WSM. Both the hospital and the college would be in easy walking
distance of such a station site. The question is - would enough people use it?

Uphill Junction taken from the
Broadway Road bridge. Looking
from the south, the spur to Weston
super Mare can be seen curving left
from the main line
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Showing the railway in relation to the WSM
General & Weston College

The gated access path leading off Loxton Rd
towards Uphill junction

*************************************************************************************

Bristol Jazz enthusiasts take Trad transport
For several years a group of jazz lovers
rented a meeting place on Sunday
afternoons in one of the elegant squares
in the St Pauls area. But gentrification has
ended this. So they looked around and
were delighted to find that a Sports Club
near Nibley Road, Shirehampton, was
available and bookings were made.
The secretary sent the times of trains to
the membership who have found that the
service to Shirehampton Station fits in
beautifully with their session.
Let us know how you celebrate the
Sunday service on the Severn Beach line!

*************************************************************
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Celebration of the High Speed Train
On the May Day bank holiday, Great Western Railway held a charity open day at St Philips
Marsh depot to celebrate 40 years of Inter-City 125 services. A selection of GWR rolling
stock was on display, together with various diesel and steam locomotives from around the
country.

A replica name
plate is handed to
Sir Kenneth Grange
(on the right) from
GWR’s Engineering
Director, Andy
Mellors
Photo by Mike
Humble

A highlight of the event was the unveiling of a new livery for power car 43002 – the first
production HST power car. The power car was repainted in original British Rail Inter-City
Photo by Bert Mills
colours and named in honour of the designer Sir Kenneth Grange.
Sir Kenneth Grange himself was present to give a speech and hoot the horn to summon
the power car from its shed. Sir Kenneth was responsible for the aerodynamics, interior
layout and nose cone design of the iconic HST. 43002 can be spotted across the GWR
network (running as 253001). Also in attendance at the event was prototype HST unit
41001 (registered as 43000) which has been restored by the 125 Group
(www.125group.org.uk) on behalf of the National Railway Museum.
The open day attracted 5,000 visitors and proceeds from the event were donated to local
charity Springboard Opportunity Group which provides support for special needs children
under 5 and their families in North Somerset (see www.springboardweb.org.uk).

Membership Matters

Tony Lloyd (FoSBR Membership Secretary)

All those of you who sent their 2016 subscriptions by May this year should have received
membership cards with the May (Number 91) newsletter. Thank you to all who sent their
subscriptions since then – your membership cards are enclosed with this newsletter. We
would also be happy to receive any other subscriptions for this year – every little bit helps!
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Action for Rail

Julie Boston

On Tuesday 16 August, at stations across the country, ACTION FOR RAIL supporters handed
out pre-paid cards for commuters to send to their MPs. About 20 FOSBR supporters took
part at Bristol Temple Meads Station – split between the morning and evening shifts.
We agreed to write to Bristol MPs – Kerry McCarthy, Karin Smyth, Thangam Debonnaire
and Charlotte Leslie asking them to pledge their 'active support for Action for Rail' fares
campaign in January 2017. This is a copy of the email which FOSBR member, Chris Banks,
sent to Charlotte Leslie MP:
Dear Charlotte
As you know, this week the increase in rail fares for next year was announced, as the Guardian
reported: "Research shows fare rises are far outstripping wages, prompting calls by commuter
campaign groups and Labour to renationalize railways". This comes on top of a protracted dispute
on Southern, the details of which I am sure you know.
Privatization has become such a pervasive neo-liberal political credo (across all parties) that
nationalization is seen as beyond the pale. Yet there are very many of us of all ages and political
persuasions who cannot see the sense in governments providing millions in subsidies to line the
pockets of private companies and their shareholders. This of course applies just as much (if not
more so) to the NHS, utilities, and an increasingly large range of what used to be public services.
These opinions account for much of the success of campaigning groups such as 38 degrees, and for
the recent flood of applications to join the Labour party: Jeremy Corbyn may not be the man to
lead his party, but has achieved much in challenging the prevailing political consensus, and
offering voters some genuine democratic alternatives.
Finally I must thank you for all your efforts on behalf of the Henbury Loop, and I sympathize with
your disappointment. I cannot see a spur being a success - from where I live in Henbury, it will
often be quicker to take a far more frequent no.1 bus into town. The provision of car parking at
whichever station site is chosen will, I believe, also be crucial.
Yours sincerely
Chris Banks
Ed: The email above was written by Chris Banks in a personal capacity.

**************************************************************************

Beijing to Bristol by train via the Trans-Mongolian (part 1)

Carol Durrant

Many years ago I read about the bejewelled Easter eggs made by Fabergé for the Russian
royal family. These eggs contained miniature surprises such as a mechanical swan, a
walking elephant and, to me best of all, a wind-up Trans-Siberian train. When a friend
wanted to organise a train trip across Russia to celebrate his 50th birthday, I was keen to be
on board.
The Russian government began construction of the Trans-Siberian railway from Moscow to
Vladivostok in 1891. Tsar Alexander III announced the project and his son Tsarevich
Nicholas II personally inaugurated the project in Vladivostok. The Tsars were keen
advocates for uniting the Russian continent by rail for industrial, military and re-settlement
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purposes. Russian engineers started the construction at both ends and worked towards
the centre, completing the route in 14 years. The Trans-Mongolian railway coincides with
the Trans-Siberian from Moscow to Lake Baikal, before heading north-south between
Mongolia and Beijing. Our plan was to travel westwards along this route.
Beijing
Our group of 8 met in Beijing. The temperature was in the mid-30s, with high humidity
and poor air quality, so sightseeing was carried out at a gentle pace. Our speed was further
slowed by posing regularly for Chinese tourist selfies – they were so eager we could never
refuse. Even the locals were feeling the heat: the men rolling t-shirts above their bellies to
form “Beijing bikinis” and the ladies chasing after toddlers to fan them with magazines.
We visited the Great Wall and the Forbidden City – the scale of each was impressive.
Beijing - Ulan Bator = 1550km via Erlian, Zamyn-Uud (Mongolia)
Journey time: 27 hours. Average speed = 57km/hr (or 70 km/hr exc. 5 hour border stop)
Day 1
Our journey gets off to a chaotic start when the pre-ordered mini-bus to Beijing station
fails to appear. The hotel receptionist speaks no English, so we run to the nearest main
road, hail multiple taxis and then find each other amongst a crowd of thousands in Beijing
Central. Mercy be for mobile phones! We pass security checks and scanners (ubiquitous
in any Beijing public space) and find the platform with 20 minutes to spare.
This first train is a pleasant surprise. Our
two-person deluxe soft sleeper cars have
an armchair, wardrobe and private
bathroom with shower/toilet – this
comfort level is not to be repeated.
Each coach has an electric water heater
at one end so that passengers can make
their own hot drinks and pot noodles. An
antiquated coal-fired hot-plate is used
by the carriage attendant to stir-fry his
noodles. The Chinese dining car is
utilitarian and efficient with an ample
Boarding the Ulan Bator train in Beijing
supply of cold Budweiser for only a few
yuan.
60 or more tunnels take us under the mountain ranges of Hebei province. Somewhere
above our heads runs the Great Wall. The scenery is dramatic and the man-made
modifications startling: regiments of residential tower blocks, hydro-electric dams, coal
fired power stations and forests of wind turbines scattered over the mountains. Further
from Beijing, small villages sit amongst neat stripes of intensive crops. The construction
projects thin as we head north across the Gobi desert of Inner Mongolia.

Our electric engine takes us all the way to the border town of Erlian, arriving 11 hours later
at dusk. We have a choice of being locked in Erlian terminal or being locked on the train in
the bogie change shed. We choose the terminal in the misguided expectation of a café but
there is only a shop selling local delicacies such as pickled snake and chicken claws 17

yummy! Our re-bogied train returns to us 3 hours later in the dead of night. We are
shunted to Zamyn Uud where we wait for Mongolian customs. Eventually, 5 hours after
arrival at Erlian/Zamyn Uud, we are attached to a Mongolian diesel engine for the onward
stretch to Ulan Bator.
Day 2
Dawn lights the beige expanse of the Mongolian Gobi dotted with herds of gazelles,
camels, horses and cattle. Each tiny settlement sports a primary-coloured children’s play
area as if purchased by governmental job lot. At some point in the night our adjacent
Chinese dining car has been detached and the Mongolian equivalent attached 8 cars along.
The Mongolian dining car is a wonderful sight being richly decorated with carved wooden
panels and tapestries. The waitress is encouraging her 8-year old son to practise his
English so he shyly delivers my breakfast of egg-fried rice and black tea and adds up the
tÖgrÖgs for my bill.
The train creeps through steppe country to the outskirts of Ulan Bator: occasional gers
(yurts) on distant hills increase in density to gers in fenced compounds, then bungalows
with gers in the garden, then houses and blocks of flats with no space for gers at all.
Ulan Bator
Ulan Bator has its charms: monasteries, culture show, Irish Genghis pub. The majority of
our stay is spent in a ger camp in the mountains of the Terelj National Park. We walk in
the flower meadows, visit hilltop Buddhist temples and watch the villagers herd their yaks,
horses, sheep and goats.
The girls ride horses through the valley – despite the horses barely breaking into a trot, this
one hour ride leaves a legacy of two weeks’ saddle sores for one of the participants (me).
In the nearby village locals give us refreshments of fermented mares milk which is as sour
as a pint left on the doorstep for the whole of August. A highlight of our visit is a trip to
the 40 metre high equestrian statue of Genghis Khan. Standing on the horse’s head of this
gleaming stainless steel construction, we can see for miles across the steppes.
Ulan Bator - Irkutsk = 1120km via Sukh Bator, Naushki (Russia), Ulan Ude
Journey time: 35 hours, 30 min. Av. speed =32km/hr (or 48 km/hr exc. 12 hour border
stop)
Day 1 (Ulan Bator to Irkutsk)
The Mongolian sleeping cars are older and tattier than the Chinese sleeping cars. For a bit
of extra space, we have upgraded to 2 people per 4-person sleeping car. There is a toilet
at each end of the carriage. The rules of the toilet are posted on the door in many
languages: “TOILET LOCKED ½ HOUR BEFORE AND ½ HOUR AFTER STATIONS”. As there is
no timetable on the train we have no idea of the scheduled station stops and therefore not
a clue when the toilets will be open.
There is a wood-fired samovar in the carriage that the carriage attendant keeps on the boil
which proves useful as there is not much else to eat other than pot noodle on this leg of
the journey. We join the train at dusk and plod slowly across the steppes being overtaken
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Hot water from the wood-fired
samovar in the sleeper car

by moths and bees. Grasshoppers hop in
through the window and our German
neighbours’ trousers flap lazily across our view.
Occasionally the train stops in the middle of
nowhere, the engine cuts out and all that can be
heard is distant dogs barking to each other across
the plains.
There is no gauge change at the Mongolia-Russia
border but the crossing takes even longer than
the China-Mongolia border crossing. The three
Irkutsk-bound coaches are left in a siding for 3
hours at dawn (toilets locked, dismount onto
tracks and wee behind the coal train if you’re
desperate) then shunted back to the platform at
Sukh Bator where we wait another 2 hours for
Mongolian customs to start work at 9am.

Two hours later we depart for the 20km journey to Naushki where we are inspected by
Russian customs and leave another 4 hours later. In summary: 12 hours to travel 20km.
Russian customs is bureaucracy run riot; at one stage of the process, when ordered out of
the compartment to stand in the corridor, I count 25 uniformed personnel in our carriage
(the black spaniel sniffer dog is in mufti).
The first thing I do in Russia is have a long-awaited shower in Naushki station. Secondly I
search for something other than pot noodle to eat. Outside the station two older
babushka ladies sit under a tree with a box of pirozhki pasties. They have three types of
pasty and three words of English – potato, cabbage and meat. At this point in the journey
cabbage pasties seem like a novelty.
On departure from Naushki (electrified lines from the border) I walk along the train to
investigate the newly-attached buffet car and find a locked door with three
provodnitsas(*) chatting outside (*fierce, Russian carriage attendants, usually female). I
point at the door. One of them says “Nyet” and makes an X with her forearms. I return to
our carriage. A couple of hours later I attempt to fetch cold beer from the buffet. “Not
working” says a provodnitsa. Another of the group takes the long walk to disappointment.
“Nicht arbeiten” is the answer. Later that night we make a final attempt more in
desperation than expectation. The provodnitsas deliver the final blow to our hopes
“Neverrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr”.
Day 2
In the absence of a buffet car we celebrate our friend AJ’s 50 th birthday in his compartment
with balloons, paperchains, party hats, vodka and vanilla biscuits. Other travellers join the
chorus of “Happy Birthday” including Germans in freshly laundered trousers and “Me, Mr
Mongolia” who is 6-foot tall and habitually saunters around the carriage in his Y-fronts. Qi,
a Chinese boy from Inner Mongolia, sits with us to video an entire game of Scrabble, not a
terribly exhilarating game of Scrabble at that.
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Within Russia we can easily see the distance to Moscow by looking at the trackside
kilometre markers – from Naushki we have only 5900km to go. The railway north largely
follows the course of the Selenge river, crossing backwards and forwards to give a view of
sharp hills shaped like miniature mountains. The low wooden houses of riverside villages
are bounded by neatly fenced gardens from which burst sunflowers, cabbages, potatoes
and maize.
The second night on the train provides a bumpy ride. The wheels on the rails send up a
symphony of squeals; twice I open the curtains to check if an orchestra is actually tuning
up outside. An automated female voice makes an announcement at every level crossing my husband wakes from a dream and asks if Kylie Minogue is nearby. We pass Ulan Ude in
the middle of the night - this is the junction at which our Trans-Mongolian journey joins
the route of the Trans-Siberian railway.
Day 3
From first light we have great views
across Lake Baikal as our train hugs the
southern shore. When the train stops in
Slyudyanka, the provodnitsa lets down
the steps to the platform. As people are
descending the train rolls back a few feet
with one of the Germans half in/half out
but hanging determinedly on (perhaps his
trousers will require another wash). In
our group are two employees of a Bristolregion TOC who keep up a running
commentary on potential improvements
to local safety standards “The driver
could get a disciplinary for that…”. The
train climbs out of Slyudyanka giving us
alternating views of our loco from both
left- and right-hand sides. In this way we
wriggle through the forest towards
Irkutsk.

Mongolian engine, Russian sleeper
cars near Lake Baikal

Ed: Carol's epic train journey will continue in subsequent newsletters.

Our next newsletter will be in early 2017. If you have anything for the next newsletter
(comments, photos, whinges, praise, anecdotes, poems, etc.), please send them in to us.

Contact us:
General enquiries: general@fosbr.org.uk
Facebook: www.facebook.com/FOSBR
Membership: membership@fosbr.org.uk
Twitter: www.twitter.com/FOSBR
Newsletter: newsletter@fosbr.org.uk
Website: www.fosbr.org.uk
Campaigning: campaigns@fosbr.org.uk
or write to FoSBR, c/o 29 Brighton Road, Redland, Bristol, BS6 6NU
 FOSBR, printed by Sprinters
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