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HISTORY OF THE SWANAGE RAILWAY PROJECT – 1967 to 2009
In the beginning … there was nothing

If you had stood on the Northbrook Road bridge overlooking the disused and desolate remains of Swanage station in the summer of 1975 and someone told you that the branch line could be – and would be – brought back to life, you would probably have laughed in their face.
And you would have had good reason to do so – seven miles of track lifted back to just east of Furzebrook three years before, county council plans for a long-awaited by-pass on the overgrown trackbed at Corfe Castle station and a Swanage station that was a skeletal shell of its former self with the spectre of demolition to make way for a car park, shops, pub, hotel, fire station and health centre. Most people expected the bulldozers to move in at any time.

The Purbeck stone engine shed was falling down, the turntable pit was filled with earth and rubble and the large goods shed was marooned in a sea of gravel and grass. As for the station buildings, they were boarded up; the 1938 station canopy was stripped of lead and glass, and the main platform had been demolished with pedal boats, buses and coaches parked where trains once arrived and departed.

Thirty-two years on, the scene is now very different. The Swanage branch line has been relaid and connected with the national railway system near Furzebrook, the point where tracklifting stopped in early September, 1972. Last year, more than 200,000 passengers were carried between Norden park and ride, Corfe Castle, Harman’s Cross, Herston and Swanage.

Decline of the British Rail branch line

The last weekend of regular steam traction was Saturday and Sunday, 3rd and 4th September, 1966, and saw the last Bulleid visit Swanage on a London train while the branch service from Wareham was hauled by Ivatt and Standard Class 4 tanks. The last train from Swanage on that Sunday evening was hauled by Standard Class 4 2-6-0 tender locomotive No. 76010. The driver was one of the great characters of the Swanage branch, the late Johnny Walker, based at Bournemouth motive power depot next to the town’s central station. Johnny would drive the last train from Swanage in January, 1972 – retiring just two months afterwards at the end of a career that started at Bath as a fitter’s apprentice in the early 1920s.

From Monday, 5th September, 1966, the branch train service was operated by moaning and juddering three-car ‘Hampshire’ class diesel-electric multiple unit No. 1104 based at Eastleigh and stabled at Bournemouth. For the next five years, the Purbecks would echo to the sound of the ‘Hampshire’ DEMUs – their liveries changing from BR green to BR blue with the end of steam on the main line in July, 1967. A steam man through and through, Johnny Walker was passed out on the diesel units and spent his final years driving the Swanage branch.

Despite diesel traction taking over the branch line service, steam was to return to Purbeck on four occasions between March and June, 1967 – thanks to rail tour operators who were keen to include the Swanage branch with its curves and inclines. Dull and grey weather on Saturday, 25th March, 1967, greeted the five-coach Manchester Rail Travel Society’s ‘Hants and Dorset Branch Flyer’ when it visited Corfe Castle and Swanage with Ivatt tank No. 41320, another veteran performer on the branch, at the helm.

End of steam special trains in 1967
The weather was little better two months later when probably the Swanage branch’s most well known, and photographed, rail tour visited the line. Wind and rain greeted Sunday, 7th May, 1967, when the Locomotive Club of Great Britain ran its ‘Dorset Coast Express’ with unrebuilt West Country class Bulleid Pacific No. 34023 ‘Blackmore Vale’ on the Swanage end. The train made two trips to Swanage with Standard Class 4 2-6-0 tender locomotive No. 76026 on the Wareham end for the first run and Standard Class 4 tank No. 80011 on the Wareham end for the second. It is thought that the ‘Dorset Coast Express’ runs through Corfe Castle were the first ever ‘run pasts’ staged for photographers.

The weather was very different for the next rail tour – Sunday, 11th June, 1967. It was hot and sunny for the visit of the Warwickshire Railway Society to Purbeck from Birmingham. With rebuilt West Country class Bulleid Pacific No. 34004 ‘Yeovil’ on the Swanage end, and Standard Class 4 tank No. 80146 on the Wareham end, this was the only rail tour to visit the branch that was wholly composed of carriages in the new BR blue and grey livery. Most of the stock was of the mid-1950s Mark One design but some were the newly outshopped Mark Two design.

The last steam train on the Swanage branch ran on Sunday, 18th June, 1967, when the Arab-Israeli six-day war was in the BBC TV news read by Michael Aspel as was the release of the Beatles’ new album, ‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’. On that hot afternoon, the last rail tour organised by the Rail Correspondence and Travel Society caused the last ever lineside fires at Corfe Castle and Herston. On the Swanage end of the 12-coach train was the last Bulleid Pacific to be overhauled at Eastleigh in September, 1966 – rebuilt ‘Battle of Britain’ class No. 34089 ‘602 Squadron’. On the Wareham end of the 
British Rail cuts back train services to Swanage

12-coach train was a familiar Swanage branch performer, Standard Class 4 tank No. 80146.

The decline of the line continued on Tuesday, 6th June, 1967, when Swanage signal box was closed – its semaphore signals being stripped of their enamel arms. The loop, headshunt and sidings were all taken out of use and the five miles of line from Corfe Castle was worked as a ‘long siding’ under a train staff. The last freight working from Furzebrook to be hauled by steam was on Friday, 20th June, 1967, when rebuilt ‘West Country’ class Bulleid Pacific No. 34025 ‘Whimple’ performed the honours. In the winter of 1967, Swanage signal box and the station’s signalling were demolished. Except for the running line into the main platform, all track was lifted and the turntable and water tower near the engine shed cut up for scrap.

The further death knell of the branch sounded on Friday, 3rd October, 1969, when the last through working ran from London down to Swanage – travellers having to change from main line to branch train at Wareham. From the summer of 1967, through trains were made up of 3TC and 4TC non-motor ‘push-pull’ stock introduced with the Bournemouth electrification and hauled by ‘push-pull’ fitted Class 33 diesel locomotives. After October, 1969, the Class 33s and TC stock still sometimes visited Corfe Castle and Swanage on ramblers’ trains – the last being in the summer of 1971.

The Swanage branch was not featured in the infamous closure proposals by Dr Richard Beeching in March, 1963. The first closure proposal appeared in August, 1966 but failed with the next attempt by British Rail being in October, 1967. That also failed because the required Transport Users’ Consultative Committee hearing required by the 1962 Transport Act backed the objections 
Local councils object to closure proposals

of residents and councils. British Rail unsuccessfully tried to close the line in October, 1969, and again in January, 1970, with residents and councils again objecting to replacement bus services and not believing BR’s claims that the Swanage branch lost £79,000 during 1968. Further closure deadlines of May and September, 1970, also came and went. The new BR timetable for 1971 did not encourage people to use the trains when it warned that the service between Wareham and Swanage could be withdrawn. In November, 1971, another closure date was given by BR – Monday, 3rd January, 1972. This time, there would be no more deferment and no reprieve.

Because there was no winter Sunday service, the last operating day of the Swanage branch – which had opened in May, 1885 – was New Year’s Day, 1972. Saturday, 1st January, the line’s 87th year of operation, dawned grey and dull. The final train, composed of two three-coach ‘Hampshire’ class DEMUs, left Swanage to the crack of track detonators at 10.15pm with driver Johnny Walker at the controls. Some 500 passengers had each paid 50 pence for the journey that ended at Wareham station at 10.40pm.

During the statutory six month period during which British Rail could not lift the line, the Isle of Purbeck Preservation Group – which had been working to prevent the closure since 1969 – tried to persuade BR to re-open the line or sell the group the track and land. The Group gave up and folded in April, 1972, with the newly formed Swanage Railway Society taking up the cause. British Rail demanded £126,500 for the seven miles of track between Swanage and Furzebrook – a considerable sum back in 1972, the year of the international revulsion of the Munich Olympics massacre and the bitter miner’s strike against Conservative Prime Minister Edward Heath. 

Swanage branch tracks lifted in just seven weeks

Ironically, the lifting of the Swanage branch track started on Monday, 10th July, 1972 – five years to the day after BR’s new electric train service had started between London and Bournemouth. Eagre and Company of Scunthorpe carried out the work and it took almost two months – an average of a mile of track being lifted every week, starting from Swanage – with most of the materials being recovered by road. Some of the lifted bullhead rails were transported out of Purbeck by train with Class 33 diesels being provided by British Rail. By early September, 1972, tracklifting had reached Motala – half a mile east of Furzebrook – where a stopblock was set up. It really did seem to be the end for the branch line.

For the next three years, Swanage Railway Society members fought to persuade the local councils that had bought the disused trackbed to lease it the land so track relaying work could start. The councils took a lot of persuading because the job seemed too immense; how could a group of people rebuild a whole branch line? Finally, by the summer of 1975 – and after a referendum among the people of Swanage – the councils agreed to lease the trackbed to the fledgling Swanage Railway. Now, the promises had to be fulfilled and the dream had to be made a reality.

More than 30 years of work began at Swanage station in February, 1976, when the volunteers gained access to the boarded up and disused buildings. It was only in the spring of 1977 that permission was given for the first track to be laid. Over the years, everything needed to rebuild and run the railway had to be brought in by road transporter. 

Steadily, the buildings were restored and the tracks relaid at Swanage using a hand crane. In August, 1979, the first public ‘push-pull’ trains ran the few 
First fledgling Swanage Railway trains run a few hundred yards

hundred yards from a temporary scaffolding platform under the Northbrook Road bridge to behind the engine shed with the ticket price ten pence. The motive power was a small industrial diesel shunter and the stock was a half-painted Bulleid carriage. By Easter, 1980, the track had been relaid back into the main platform at Swanage and the new operating season saw the first steam locomotive brought into service – a small oil burning industrial saddle tank named ‘Richard Trevithick’.

Trains ran from Swanage station the few hundred yards to behind the engine shed until Easter, 1984, when operations were extended to the one mile mark at Herston, on the outskirts of the town, were a halt with a run-round loop was built so the trains no longer needed to be ‘push-pull’ operated. In 1986, a major obstacle to the extension of the Swanage Railway was eliminated when the county council voted that Corfe Castle station should again be used as a railway and not demolished for a by-pass. Trackbed clearing and track-laying work continued and in July, 1987, trains started running to the one and a half mile point near New Barn. During 1988, Dorset’s first new station in more than 50 years was built at Harman’s Cross – three miles from Swanage. With the increased length of line, most of it at a climb of up to 1 in 76, ex-industrial saddle tank steam locomotives were dispensed with and ex-BR varieties were hired in. The first public trains ran up to Harman’s Cross in March, 1989, after the station was officially opened by BR Southern Region general manager Gordon Pettitt.

Trackbed clearing and track-laying work continued and Corfe Castle was reached in the summer of 1991 – the year that everything that had been achieved on the Swanage Railway since 1975 came within a hair’s breadth of being eliminated because of a serious financial crisis that almost led to 
Swanage Railway nearly closes
bankruptcy. Licking their wounds, picking themselves up and dusting themselves down, the railway volunteers began to start work on eliminating a debt of almost £500,000 – a job that would take several years. Track-laying work resumed and the site of Norden station and its park and ride car park was reached in April, 1992.

The first passenger train ran to Corfe Castle and Norden on Saturday, 12th August, 1995 – truly the Glorious Twelfth! On the Wareham end was M7 No. 30053 while on the Swanage end was unrebuilt ‘Battle of Britain’ class Bulleid Pacific No. 34072 ‘257 Squadron’. Such was the success of the park and ride principle – people leaving their cars at Norden and taking the train to Corfe Castle, Harman’s Cross, Herston and Swanage – that Norden station’s car park was increased in size to 350 spaces with an overflow facility being created near Harman’s Cross station. With the increase in operations and train frequencies, the first signal box was opened at Harman’s Cross in July, 1997. Swanage followed in March, 2003, and Corfe Castle’s signal box was re-opened in February, 2005, with trains passing at the station for the first time since the last BR train of 1st January, 1972. A tribute to everyone involved in their creation and restoration, all three signal boxes have won coveted national awards.

Meanwhile, the summer of 1999 saw the start of the final track laying push from Norden to the boundary with the national railway system at Motala. On January 3rd, 2002 – exactly 30 years to the day since BR closed the Swanage branch – the Swanage Railway’s tracks met the Network Rail stopblock and a symbolic golden chair screw was sunk into the final sleeper to mark the historic occasion.

Swanage Railway tracks meet the national railway system

Thanks to the help of Network Rail and Virgin Trains, a temporary weekend connection was installed in September, 2002, so that a new Virgin Voyager diesel train could run down to Swanage to be officially named ‘Dorset Voyager’ by two long-time Swanage Railway volunteers. Negotiations continued with Network Rail and in the summer of 2006, a permanent connection was installed and approved at Motala – the historic stopblock being craned out for the last time. It was on Thursday, 10th May, 2007, that 

the permanent connection was used for the first time – the first time since the tracklifting trains of 1972 that a train had run from Wareham to Swanage via a permanent connection. The entourage of four main line diesel locomotives and Southern Region 4-VEP ‘push-pull’ electric unit appropriately named ‘Gordon Pettitt’ were en route to the Swanage Railway’s diesel gala and beer festival. 

So, what does the future hold for the Swanage Railway? The answer is simple: the continual development of the Purbeck Line and the on-going refinement of the Swanage Railway’s services and attractions while at the same time keeping the steam railway the friendly and people-focussed place that it is today.

Aspirations include the use of the former BP Wytch Farm gas terminal at Furzebrook for a locomotive and carriage maintenance centre; extending Swanage Railway train services from Norden to the popular Blue Pool attraction near Furzebrook;  the use of the three and a half mile line from Motala to Furzebrook and Worgret Junction; and the re-instatement of an all-year round public amenity train service from Swanage to Wareham.

Destination Wareham – an exciting future!
That re-instatement will depend on multi-million pound resignalling work at the junction – which lost its signal box in the mid-1970s and is now operated by a groundframe – as well as track upgrade work between Worgret, Furzebrook and Motala. The Swanage Railway’s one-mile construction section between Motala and Norden would also need track upgrade work. In the meantime, locomotives, empty carriage stock and ballast trains can still be brought down to Swanage from the national railway network.

The Swanage Railway shows just what the human spirit can achieve against all the odds – political, financial, technical and logistical. Compare that view of the disused and desolate remains of Swanage station from the Northbrook Road bridge in the summer of 1975 with the Swanage Railway of today. More than 200,000 people were carried last year who travelled a total of 1.8 million miles and more than 40,000 cars used the park and ride facility at Norden station – saving up to 480,000 car miles on the narrow and winding A351 road between Corfe Castle and Swanage.

During 2006, 2,852 public train services operated on 254 days and some 31,000 train miles were completed, one of the most intensive public train services operated by an independent heritage railway. It is estimated that the Swanage Railway benefits the local economy to the tune of at least £2 million a year and last year more than £1.1 million in passenger fares were collected with all profits being used to maintain the line and invest in the improvement of infrastructure to cater for future needs. Finally, the relaid Purbeck Line is run by 400 volunteers supported by a team of 33 permanent paid staff, full-time further education training being provided to three people.

How can you help achieve the goals still to be reached?

The maintenance and development of the Swanage Railway demands a lot of resources – both human and financial – and assistance in many, many areas is always welcome.

If you would like to help the Swanage Railway – and become part of its amazing story which has still not yet come to an end – visit ‘www.swanagerailway.co.uk’ or call volunteer co-ordinator Mike Whitwam on 01929 475212.

Nurturing the next generation of Swanage Railway volunteers is vitally important and the Purbeck Line’s Sygnets group for 11 to 16 year olds is thriving and always welcomes new members. Full details from the Swanage Railway website or Gerald Atkinson on 01243 264897.
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