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2021 Newsletter 2 – The January Lockdown 

‘We gotta get out of this place’ 
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Introduction 
Despite the roll-out of three different vaccines, the news industry still churns out its 
habitual diet of argument and gloom, which makes me very mindful that people – 
including friends and family – have been suffering; monotony, if nothing else.  This is 
not a normal RR SW newsletter but a selection of articles that I have written, 
contributed to or collected (all sources are provided), which I hope will provide some 
interest during these peculiar and often distressing times. 
 
If you like this newsletter, please let me know because I have one more offering; 
namely, the history of the University of Exeter ‘Guild Trains’, which ran between 1962 
and 1978.  These trains were special charter services which provided cheap travel to 
and from Exeter for students in the days before Student Railcards were available; 
indeed, in the days before any railcards were available.  I was one of the young railway 
enthusiasts who belonged to the University’s Railway Society and was privileged to 
organise these trains, and work as train crew on the operating days.  If it is any 
encouragement, the University’s Guild of Students – the Exeter version of the Students’ 
Union – found the account sufficiently interesting to promise to circulate it to all 
10,000 current students, as something to entertain, encourage links with alumni, and 
generally cheer them up. 
 
If you wish to receive an electronic copy of this history, I will be pleased to issue it in 
due course as another newsletter, but must ask that you do not share it because the 
group of Exeter alumni who compiled it intend to do more research and seek a 
publisher; the Railway Magazine has been suggested as a suitable home.  At the 
moment, we have a gap in the narrative between 1965 and 1970.  We are certain that 
Guild Trains ran during these years, but are not in contact with the ‘Guild Train 
Officers’ from those years, who arranged them and staffed them.  Obviously, we were 
not allowed to drive the trains (as if!), but one or two lucky Guild Train Officers were 
given cab rides. 
 
Returning to pandemic-related matters, it seems possible that we might be sufficiently 
‘unlocked’ by late March for our first walk to take place on Thursday 25th and Saturday 
27th March, as published in the previous newsletter.  I will let you know nearer the 
time if I have to postpone. 
 
On a personal note, some of you will be aware that, more or less since my wife Jenny 
and I moved to Devon (actually a return for me rather than a move), we have been 
labouring under the burden of an impending court case; a claim of adverse possession 
brought by a neighbour.  Without going into detail, I am delighted to say that we have 
prevailed: our neighbour has withdrawn his claim and is not now at risk of having 
ruinous costs imposed upon him – unless the case was heard by a mad judge, which I 
feel can never quite be ruled out.  (My suspicious attitude towards the Establishment 
must explain why, yet again, I did not appear in the New Year’s Honours list; but on 
the plus side 20% of the recipients were members of the medical profession; i.e. people 
richly deserving to be honoured, instead of the usual crop of cronies, party donors and 
recently retired civil servants who get a gong for just doing their job.)  Our legal defence 
cost a lot of money and took a lot of time, but we will not seek a costs order against the 
neighbour because all we ever wanted was a quiet life. 
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As I write this, I am on annual leave from work, but what can I do?  Where can I go?  
What new draught beers can I try?  My choices boiled down to daytime television, 
which rots the brain, or trying to do something useful.  I do hope that you will enjoy 
what follows.  Do let me know, one way or the other.  Take care and stay safe. 
 
Jeff Vinter 
South West Area Organiser 
26th January 2021 
 

The Dartmoor Railway 

 
The Dartmoor Railway operates part of the old LSWR / SR Exeter-Okehampton-
Plymouth main line between Okehampton and Meldon.  Dana Wiffen provides an 
account of recent developments. 
 

 

Left: One of the 
running-in boards at 
Okehampton station, 
which clung on to its 
Southern Region paint 
scheme even after the 
last regular passenger 
train departed in June 
1972.  (Dana Wiffen) 

 
Spare a thought for members of the Dartmoor Railway Supporters Association (DRSA) 
as we go into another lockdown during these turbulent times.  We know that all 
heritage sites have suffered with repeated closures due to Covid-19 restrictions, while 
DRSA has suffered similar closures over the years which have had nothing to do with 
any virus outbreak.   However, many heritage sites have received some help with grants 
from local or central government, or from the National Lottery, or even donations from 
members; the Dartmoor Railway has not been so lucky. 
 
Over the years, the DRSA has had more than its fair share of ups and downs.  Previous 
aggregate companies that have owned the line since it was sold off, separate from the 
network, have come and gone, leaving our heritage railway suspended for long periods, 
although we continued running Okehampton station café during summer weekends, 
with no services.  The most recent setback saw the last owner, an American company, 
lose a major contract and go into receivership.  The Dartmoor Railway depends on the 
line’s owner to operate, so this meant that heritage services were again suspended 
while the receivers decided what was next.  The company’s failure meant that the DRSA 
made no attempt to run any services in 2019, with the company’s and railway’s shared 
workshop remaining locked while assets were being dealt with.  All stock not owned by 
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the DRSA is being removed and sold, so things looked pretty dismal for the loyal band 
of volunteers and members of just under 200.  Volunteers continued to keep the station 
clean, and they have worked on painting buildings and the railway’s own rolling stock. 
 

 

Left: The buffet at 
Okehampton station is a 
‘go to’ destination for 
anyone seeking good 
West Country fare; it is 
deservedly popular.  The 
millionaire’s shortbread 
sold here is terrific!  
(Dana Wiffen) 

 
During better times, the DRSA had run trains between Sampford Courtenay and 
Meldon Quarry via the wonderfully preserved Okehampton Station, and during the 
season visitor numbers were high.  The cafés at both Okehampton and Meldon were 
busy with hikers and cyclists using the pathway – Devon County Council’s ‘Granite 
Way’ – which runs alongside the track from Okehampton station to Meldon, where it 
continues over Meldon Viaduct on to Bridestowe and Lydford.  Business was boosted 
when Great Western started running Sunday Special services during the summer to 
bring in visitors from Exeter, while a special summer bus service also ran between 
Okehampton and Gunnislake station, allowing passengers to travel once more from 
Exeter to Plymouth via the old LSWR / SR route – albeit with a bus ride in the middle, 
just like a modern rail replacement service! 
 
The line over which the DRSA operates used to be the western end of the main line 
from Waterloo to Plymouth.  From Exeter Central, it reached Plymouth via Exeter St. 
David’s, Crediton, Yeoford, Bow, North Tawton, Sampford Courtenay (one of Devon’s 
prettiest ‘chocolate box’ villages), Okehampton, Meldon Junction (for Bude and 
Padstow), Bridestowe, Lydford, Brentor, Tavistock North, Bere Alston, Bere Ferrers 
(for Callington), Tamerton Foliot, St. Budeaux, Ford, Devonport and Plymouth North 
Road (the GWR station) before continuing on a long east-facing loop to reach 
Plymouth Friary Road.  The middle section from Meldon to Bere Ferrers was closed by 
the well-known hatchet man in the sixties, and, when the Exeter-Okehampton stub lost 
its passengers services on 5th June 1972, the line survived only because of Meldon 
Quarry.  The ballast extracted there drained freely and, for many years, was used all 
over the Southern Region’s network, which needed quick-draining ballast on its 
electric routes, which used a ground level third rail to supply ‘the juice’.  It appears that 
Aggregate Industries UK now owns Meldon Quarry, but care must be taken with recent 
reports about its revival because some commentators, presumably unfamiliar with the 
West Country’s rail network, have confused Meldon Quarry in Devon with Merehead 
Quarry in Somerset.  In October 2020, ‘RailEngineer’ announced that Aggregate 
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Industries and PORR UK Ltd had won the contract to design and manufacture the 
modular track system for HS2.  The slab track segments – which for those of a ‘certain 
age’ resemble the grey plastic Triang track of the 1950s and 1960s – will be 
manufactured at a new factory ‘near Shepton Mallet’, creating over 500 jobs for the 
duration of the contract.  The reference to Shepton Mallet suggests that the quarry 
involved will be Merehead rather than Meldon. 
 

 

Left: A summer Sunday 
working in the charge of 
142001 waits at 
Okehampton’s Platform 
1 for its return to Exeter.  
At Platform 2, 
Hampshire unit 1132 
(later 205032) waits for 
departure to Meldon.  
(Dana Wiffen) 

 
When all looked gloomy for the DRSA and its heritage railway, the government asked 
Great Western to resume services between Exeter and Okehampton with a grant of 
£500M.  Network Rail have already started upgrading the track (which was subject to 
a reduced speed limit because it had not been maintained to full network standards) 
and ensuring that signalling and stations along the route are up to modern health and 
safety standards.  If all goes to plan, daily passenger trains could be running again 
between Exeter and Okehampton later this year, much to the relief of the growing 
population of Okehampton and surrounding areas.  There are also plans to build an 
additional Okehampton Parkway station further east along the line, near the town’s 
business park, which will serve thousands of nearby homes, many of them new. 
 
Where does this leave the loyal group of volunteers and members?  It is hoped that, as 
there are three platforms at Okehampton station, the DRSA can still run weekend 
services to Meldon Quarry from Platform 3.   So, at last, things are once again looking 
hopeful for DRSA.  Once the receiver has finished winding up and selling assets, and 
assuming that travel restrictions can be lifted by the summer, train services both 
Network and Heritage could resume from Okehampton in 2021. 
 
As for the once busy main line, could it one day re-open in full, with the 21-mile section 
from Meldon Quarry to Bere Alston reinstated?  This has been discussed for several 
years, and there is a group called TORS (Tavistock-Okehampton Reopening Scheme) 
which wants to relieve traffic congestion around Tavistock, and also provide an 
alternative Exeter-Plymouth rail route for when the GWR main line via Dawlish is 
closed due to storm damage.  
 
Dana Wiffen with additional material by Jeff Vinter 
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Memories of Callington 

 
While editing Dana’s article (see above), which accidentally placed Chilsworthy on the 
Okehampton-Plymouth main line, I was reminded of the now-closed section of the 
branch line from Bere Alston to Callington, which Dr. Beeching truncated at 
Gunnislake.  According to locals, Gunnislake only survived thanks to a campaign by 
locals who were backed by the Admiralty; apparently, the branch conveyed a lot of 
Admiralty workers from east Cornwall to their daily duties at Devonport.  The axe fell 
on the Gunnislake-Callington section on 7th November 1966. 
 
The station called Callington was actually in Kelly Bray, one mile north of the town, 
and thus a fine example of the tendency of west country railway companies to deposit 
passengers ‘somewhere in the vicinity of’ a named place.  The usual indicator in a 
station name of a long walk ahead was the suffix ‘Road’ or, worse still, ‘Platform’.  Much 
of the Callington branch, especially between Calstock and Gunnislake, is demanding in 
terms of gradients and curves due to the entire Kelly Bray-Calstock section having been 
developed from the earlier East Cornwall Mineral Railway, which had a gauge of 3ft 
6in.  If you know where to look – and I do not, yet – it is possible, apparently, to find 
traces of the ECMR’s incline that led down to the riverside in Calstock. 
 
I have a family connection with Callington.  Until the late 1970s, my father Alan was 
the accountant and auditor for a large group called Morris Ashby Ltd., which 
subsequently was acquired and absorbed by Royal Dutch Shell.  Ashby’s several plants 
produced oxide powders used in paint manufacture; not ordinary paint but the very 
tough paint needed for the most demanding applications, such as marine 
environments.  I first assisted dad on an Ashby audit back in February 1969, but that 
is so long ago now that I cannot remember any of the clients’ names, but I wouldn’t be 
at all surprised if some of Ashby’s products ended up on ships of the Royal Navy.  The 
furthest part of their ‘empire’ was Callington, where there was some kind of oxide 
works.  There is tungsten in the area, which produces a rich yellow oxide used in both 
paints and ceramics.  My father disliked going to Callington because it was such a long 
way from where we lived, south London until 1959 and then Bognor Regis in Sussex.  
Until 1966, before he learned to drive, he must have gone out by train (a full working 
day of travel each way) and stayed in a local hotel or B&B; I should think that a stint in 
Callington, so far from his young family, was not a welcome duty, especially in an 
environment that would have seemed positively alien to a still relatively young 
Londoner.  He seems to have developed an aversion to West Country beer, which can’t 
have helped much either.  He had a particular dislike for the products of Devenish & 
Groves, who were well represented in Cornwall thanks to their takeover of the Redruth 
Brewery.  He called them ‘Devilish’ all his life, even after recipe improvements in the 
late 1970s and 1980s. 
 
I tried to identify the exact name of the business where dad went auditing; I think it 
was Callington Oxides Ltd., but there is no record of it today, certainly not online.  
However, I did discover that there are still plenty of valuable minerals around 
Callington, especially at Redmoor, which appears to be near the old Callington station 
– maybe only a quarter of a mile.  You can read about the current ‘Redmoor Project’ at 
the link below; the test bores and research were still going on in September 2020. 
 
Link: https://www.cornwallresources.com/the-redmoor-project 
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On the subject of Cornish minerals, large reserves of lithium (vital for modern 
batteries) have been found at South Crofty Mine, where my youngest daughter Heather 
worked until 2018.  South Crofty produced high quality tin and stockpiled a large 
amount of this material before closure; it used this subsequently to sustain the 
business, on a reduced scale, as a manufacturer of artisanal jewellery.  With good 
quantities of lithium available and a national move towards electric vehicles, Cornwall 
must have a good future, and one perhaps which will not depend so heavily on tourism. 
 
Jeff Vinter 
 

Joyriding with Steam in the 1960s 

 
The following remarkable account appeared recently on Facebook.  It puts one in 
mind of the famous scene in ‘The Titfield Thunderbolt’, where drunken Valentine and 
Dan drive a stolen locomotive under cover of night through the streets of Mallingford.  
However, Valentine and Dan’s loco was actually a replica built on top of a lorry – the 
following joyrider didn’t bother with the lorry! 
  
60 years ago today, on 26th January 1961, pannier tank No. 6422 was hijacked from 
Wolverhampton Stafford Road shed.  The culprit was a former fireman who was being 
sought by police for possible involvement in a robbery.  It was the dead of night and 
6422 was in steam in the yard.  The hijacker explained to the signaller controlling the 
shed’s exit road that he was taking the locomotive to Worcester for maintenance 
purposes.  The signal was given and the locomotive set off, passing from section to 
section and reportedly taking on water at Stourbridge Junction.  The end of the run 
came when 6422 was abandoned at Droitwich. 
 
The hijack of the locomotive was reported in The Times newspaper on 26th January 
1961.  This is the text of the article: 
 

28-MILE RUN IN A BORROWED LOCOMOTIVE 
TWO MEN SOUGHT 

Droitwich, Jan 25 
 
Shortly after 2 a.m. today tank engine No. 6422 was stopped by Mr Frank Wilkes in 
front of his signal box at Droitwich in response to a call from up the line.  The engine 
came smartly to a halt and backed smoothly onto a siding.  The driver entered the box, 
exchanged the time of day with Mr Wilkes and telephoned the Worcester traffic control 
for permission to continue. 
 
Half an hour later the engine was still on the siding, but both the driver and his mate 
had disappeared.  The men, who drove themselves on an unauthorised cheap excursion 
from Wolverhampton to Droitwich, have been sought throughout the day by railway 
police.  The 28-mile journey apparently began about midnight when the engine was 
taken from the Stafford Road sheds, Wolverhampton.  The driver rang a local signal 
box, observed the proper procedure, and announced he was taking a light engine to 
Worcester, said a British Railways official.  He was passed on to the main line.  The 
engine was then skilfully driven through the highly complicated network of lines in the 
Dudley-Stourbridge-Kidderminster area.  Enginemen were suggesting today that it 
took on water at Stourbridge, but this was not confirmed by British Railways officials.  
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It seems that the control staff at Worcester may have been the first people to sense that 
all was not well. 
 

 
 

Above: This photograph of No. 6422 with the ‘Dudley Dodger’ auto-train was taken 
at Birmingham Snow Hill station in 1936 and is from the Warwickshire Railways 
website; see: https://www.warwickshirerailways.com/gwr/gwrbsh1762.htm. 
 

Railway officials believe the driver must have had experience of driving on that line. 
‘There are hundreds of signals in that 28 miles, and the chap also had to watch out for 
the ground discs which told him if the points were right’, said one of them.  ‘Oxford 
University may not be very far from Droitwich, but I don’t think a student could have 
done it.’  What can the man be charged with?  ‘There is trespass, of course’, said an 
official.  ‘And there must be something which stops people taking away rolling stock 
without permission …’ 
 
Story supplied by Tim Stevens and Crispin Shaddock.  Crispin complained, ‘The 
Exeter University Railway Society never did anything like this!’ 
 

Contact Details 
No telephone calls after 21:00 (9:00 pm) please 

 

• Jeff Vinter, Glebe Cottage, Hockworthy, Wellington, Somerset, TA21 0NW.  Tel. 
01823 672928 or, on walk days, 07749 250588.  Email: jeffrey.vinter@gmail.com.  
The mobile signal at Hockworthy is extremely unreliable, so please use email or the 
landline. 

 
© Railway Ramblers, 2020.  RR is a national club for exploring and conserving disused 
railway lines.  For further details, visit www.railwayramblers.org.uk. 


