
Monday 17 May 
 
On 17 January 1980 I purchased a copy of the second edition of Stuart Baker's "Rail Atlas of 
Great Britain." It cost me £3.80. I went back through my records, got out my yellow felt tip 
pen, and started colouring it in.  
 
In July 2002, a week before my fortieth birthday, I stood on Heysham Harbour station having 
done the branch to the Port, and therefore I had done every piece of passenger line operated 
by British Rail. For my fortieth birthday Gareth bought me a new atlas and set me a challenge 
- "Can you do it again before you pop your clogs?" The answer was "yes". I have travelled 
every piece of passenger railway line twice. 
 
Am I too old to start again? Do I want to start again? Am I mad enough to start again? Yes - 
the 15th edition of the Atlas has cost me £20 and I have a new yellow pen.  
 
Jeremy Hunns and I escaped on Saturday afternoon. Frodsham to Liverpool to West Kirby to 
New Brighton to Chester to Frodsham. We went through the Mersey Tunnel, stopped at the 
earliest underground station accessed by a lift (James Street), and rode the old 508 units 
before they are replaced. We saw ordinary human beings again (and everyone was masked 
and sensible). I now have some track to colour in.  
 
Will I do the whole network again before I pop my clogs? Who knows. It'll be fun trying.  
 

             
 
 
Tuesday 18 May 
 
Julie and I escaped (what do you mean, again), and went to The Black Country Living 
Museum. We started with some buses. Midland Red reminded Julie of her youth in Coventry, 
and the double decker reminded me of the Eastern Counties buses that used to take me from 
Drummer Street Bus Station to the Boys' Grammar School in Cambridge (though our double 
deckers didn't have doors on the platform). The thing that really brought the memories back 
were the cubby holes where the conductor kept his (it was nearly always "his") metal box and 
ticket machine. I also remembered the occasion when some of the older boys pressed the bell 
at Drummer Street and we set off with no conductor on board. When we got to school, Mr 
Scarisbrick was waiting for us.  
 
These days we have a more upmarket mode of transport (which I keep telling Julie we should 
take onto a yellow bus and ride up through the Peaks). She was observing the road signs. 
Behind the fence is the area where they are adding lots of new buildings - it's a good museum 
now, it is going to be even better. An excellent day. 



     
 

     
 
 
Wednesday 19 May 
 
Earlier this evening 27 Brownies invaded our garden (with permission, I hasten to add). 
Lovely to know that they have restarted, and lovely to help get them out of the Church Hall 
and into the fresh air.  
 
I was doing my National Gallery History of Art course, so I imagined I was studying while 
there was a school party elsewhere in the gallery. Julie and have done our time shepherding 
school parties - The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge and Norwich Castle Museum & Art 
Gallery used to be favourites. I'm sure I aged! There is a photo somewhere of me fast asleep 
on the bus on a school trip returning from Imperial War Museum Duxford - a snoring father 
really embarrasses your children!  
 
It has been an excellent six week course on Art of the Eighteenth Century. We have covered 
politics, revolution, slavery (Dido Elizabeth Belle by David Martin), the Grand Tour, science 
(with wonderful paintings from Joseph Wright of Derby) and agriculture (Mr and Mrs Joseph 
Andrews by Thomas Gainsborough).  
 
My favourite today was "Self portrait in a straw hat" by Louise Elisabeth Vigee Le Brun. She 
lived in France and painted this in 1782. Married to an art dealer, this painting says I may be 
a woman, but I am a confident woman, I am a good painter, and I am feminine. She painted 
Marie Antoinette about 30 times, fled at the Revolution, travelled in Italy and Russia, but 



eventually went back and survived the new regime. In her 80s she published her memoirs in 
three volumes. There was an exhibition about her in New York a couple of years ago, and 
there are a lot of youtube films I can sit and watch.  
 

     
 

     
 
 
Friday 21 May 
 
A morning to plan. St Edmund's will have Afternoon Tea in Church and Churchyard on 
Sunday 11 July, and we'll be part of Allestree Scarecrow Festival 2021 the first weekend of 
September. We have some weddings that weekend, so there was discussion about a 
scarecrow bride and groom. No one made the comment that the Vicar always looks like a 
scarecrow. St Matthew's already have an Eco Event planned for the afternoon of Sunday 25 
July - more publicity on everything as we get closer.  
 
Everything for Sunday is on the website. It's Pentecost, so we have fire, power, and steam 
engines. 10 am in both churches, and 11.30 on zoom. The link is on the church website. 
 
A real wedding this afternoon. Sorry I had failed to organise the weather. Mathew and Kerry 
and the family are lovely, it was a good celebration and we send them our love and prayers. 
(The photo is posted with permission).  



 
 
 
Saturday 22 May 
 
We drove into Wales and met Julie's cousin and his family. The Welshpool & Llanfair Light 
Railway is as beautiful as ever. They've had to reorganise everything, and have done the best 
they can. You must book in advance, travel in your bubble, wear a mask, and can only 
journey from the Llanfair end.  
 
They have used the enforced changes to try new ways of doing things - two of the journeys 
are short ones, up the line a bit and then back. They have been very popular with families, for 
whom the full three hour round trip is a bit much. A good piece of planning. 
 
They can't have the cafe properly open so they have organised for a catering van to be parked 
in the car park, next to a marquee. There is an excellent selection of bacon butties, bacon and 
egg, chips and lots of other delights. It may not be as genteel as the tea room, and I did miss 
the Welsh Cakes and Bara Brith, but good that they have thought laterally. As well as feeding 
the punters, and anyone passing through Llanfair, they are providing an opportunity for a van 
(and staff) who would otherwise be out of work. Now they also advertise a "breakfast train", 
the breakfast roll and tea are supplied, and you dine as you travel through the Welsh 
countryside. (Kevin, one of the staff, told me that the bacon rolls have been a great source of 
comfort through a difficult few months).  
 
It was a lovely ride. A nice Austrian loco, though she had to rest to get up steam after some of 
the gradients. Our normal coach, with balcony and the wonderful lift to get Julie on board. 
Too many books to tempt me. Then add in bluebells, cowslips and the Welsh weather.  
 
My wife is now watching Eurovision. This is an evening when I wonder if we have anything 
in common, but if she allows herself to be transported to Wales for a train ride, I can't really 
complain. (I'm watching it for the costumes).  
 

     



     
 
 
Wednesday 26 May 2021 
 
We have been away for a few nights to go and see Harry and Sarah - all well, I'm glad to say. 
 
We went to North Tyneside (yes, really). Signed in at the Premier Inn on Sunday using the 
track and trace app.  
 
Monday was a gorgeous day and we went to Whitley Bay. Spanish City has the lovely 
Valerie's Tearoom and a little book and card shop. Gorgeous cake at the first, a new detective 
series to start from the second. We tracked and traced at both locations. 
 
We had a walk round the town. Just Canny - Home to Independent Makers was flat and 
accessible, a good welcome, and full of lovely things. A new bookshop, The Bound, was flat 
and accessible, also full of lovely things. We tracked and traced at both locations. 
 
Watching the late night news on Monday we were told we should not have travelled to North 
Tyneside. What a shambles! Remind me how much Track and Trace has cost and they can't 
even use it to tell us the travel advice has changed. Incompetent is the polite word. 
 

       
 
 
Thursday 27 May 2021 
 
While in Northumberland we went to a certain bookshop in Alnwick. Julie was happy and I 
had a good scone. Also quite chuffed when I found a book I purchased from the Welshpool 
Railway for £15 on sale for £36. I got a bargain! 



 
 
We went for a drive - always fun to have an adventure. One of my favourite little churches is 
St John the Baptist, Edlingham. It's on the blog twice - 
http://www.northernvicar.co.uk/2011/04/17/edlingham/. There was probably a Christian 
foundation back in Anglo-Saxon times, and the stone building dates to 1050. Even the church 
registers date back to 1658. Sadly the church was locked - will there ever come a time when 
our churches are open again? The snowdrops were photoed 8 years ago. 
 
Just down the track is a castle. This dates back to 1295. It is managed by English Heritage but 
is, apparently, managed by the PCC. I love the idea of having "Castle" on the agenda of your 
meetings! 
 
The viaduct in the background is on the line from Alnwick to Coldstream. Opened in 1887, it 
only had a passenger service for 43 years (closing 22 September 1930). Freight lasted another 
23 years (closing 2 March 1953). A lot of building work for such a short-lived line. When we 
had a Summer Festival in Ponteland many of years ago, I chatted to an old farmer who 
remembered the line in operation. 
 

     
 

     
 
 
 



Friday 28 May 
 
Having been to Edlingham we continued our magical mystery tour. I am a Geographer, and 
go on the theory that you are never lost, just mislaid. Eventually we ended up heading south 
on the A68, and I saw the sign for Thockrington. The benefit of having Harry in the car was 
that we could throw him out to herd sheep and open/close gates - my wife has many gifts, but 
jumping out of the car to open gates, is not one of them.  
 
St Aidan's Thockrington was open, and as lovely as ever. It stands alone, one farm nearby, 
plus lots of sheep. Here, surrounded by peace and tranquillity, rests William Henry 
Beveridge, born 5 March 1879. Educated at Balliol, he joined the Board of Trade in 1908 and 
drafted the legislation for the creation of the first Labour Exchange network. Ministry of 
Munitions in WW1, director of the LSE from 1919 to 1937, then he became Master of 
University College, Oxford. In May 1941 he chaired a Government committee to survey 
existing social insurance and allied services and to make recommendations. This was an 
opportunity to influence post-war social policy and lay the basis for a better society. In the 
report, completed in November 1942, he proposed that all people of working age should pay 
a weekly NI contribution and in return benefits would be paid to people who were sick, 
unemployed, retired or widowed. The Beveridge Report recommended that the government 
should find ways of fighting the five ‘Giant Evils’ of Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and 
Idleness. He married Janet in 1942 and they made their home in Northumberland, later 
moving to Co. Durham. They had family in Thockrington, and Janet was taken ill on a visit 
here in 1959. She was buried in the churchyard. William died in 1963 and was buried beside 
her. 
 
I phoned my GP Tuesday of last week as I have a cough that keeps coughing (you know what 
I mean!). As it wasn't an emergency I was asked if a phone call the following Monday was 
OK. I spoke to the doc on Monday, he said he wanted to see me, and I went in yesterday. 
Today I had an X-ray just to be on the safe side. And all free at the point of need. Thank you. 
 

     
 



     
 
 
Saturday 29 May 
 
Most churches would be satisfied by having Lord Beveridge in their churchyard, but 
Thockrington has another surprise.  
 
Constance Ruth Leathart was born in Low Fell in 1903, and in 1925 she started flying lessons 
at Newcastle Aero Club. She is said to have written “C.R. Leathart” on the application form 
so as to disguise her gender. She received her flying licence in 1927, one of only twelve 
female pilots in the UK, and the only one outside London. She participated successfully in 
many air races in this country and throughout Europe; and held a Royal Aero Club of Great 
Britain Air Tourist’s Identity Card allowing her to be exempt from landing, take-off and 
garage fees for a period of 48 hours in several European countries. Connie travelled so 
regularly that she had a special locker cut into the fuselage of her Comper Swift to 
accommodate her picnic hamper. 
 
In 1939 she joined the Air Transport Auxiliary, and by 1943 she was flying heavy bombers as 
well as fighters - Spitfires, Oxfords, Ansons, Tigers and Wellingtons. After the War she went 
to work with the UN on relief efforts in the Mediterranean, distributing food and medical 
supplies by plane. Her final flight was in 1956. After that she had a small holding at Little 
Bavington, where she died in 1993. She did not want a headstone, but her friends put a stone 
from her open air swimming pool on her grave. 
 
There is something special about flying round the world and ending up in a peaceful 
Northumberland churchyard. We only made a flying visit north - so everything for worship 
tomorrow is on the church website. Services in both buildings at 10 and on Zoom at 11.30. 
 

     



     
 
 
Sunday 30 May 
 
A lovely Trinity Sunday. Decent congregations in both church, and a lovely atmosphere in 
both. I missed singing "I bind unto myself today", the wonderful hymn known as St Patrick's 
Breastplate - but I suspect I was in a minority of one (it is not an easy hymn to sing, find it on 
youtube). Then a Zoom service - not huge numbers, but appreciated. Lynsey Bruch was 
technical supremo for the first time, thank you! It's now available on youtube 
https://youtu.be/L4JKfsFzcTw 
 
I cannot believe we have a bank holiday weekend where the sun is shining. I was going to 
garden this afternoon, but sat and read instead. I have plans to do the same tomorrow.  
 
We have just watched a wonderful programme about Peter Firmin and Oliver Postgate. A 
wave of nostalgia for Pogles' Wood, The Clangers, Noggin the Nog, and Ivor the Engine.  
 
Readers of a certain age will remember all of these, and especially the noises they made. I 
had a vague memory that one of the Swannie Whistle sequences had Major Clanger kicking 
the door and saying "The Bloody thing's stuck again", and this programme confirmed that is 
exactly what he is saying! I also remember reading that when they took the Clangers to a 
European TV conference, the Germans thought the Clangers were speaking German, the 
French thought they were speaking French, etc, etc. I remember using that as a Pentecost 
analogy in a sermon years ago - I doubt anyone else remembers it! 
 
I did hear a story this morning that one church choir sang for the first time last Sunday and 
chose the Pentecost hymn "Breathe on me, breath of God". It was commented that it was not 
the most appropriate hymn in these Covid times!  
 

     



     
 
 
Monday 31 May 
 
I had lots of plans for a Bank Holiday Monday when the sun shines and we can go out. 
Originally I was giving platelets in Sheffield early in the morning, and then thought I'd 
escape on several trains. But platelets had to be cancelled after last week's trip to the docs, 
and although I printed off the map for the "South Pennines Day Ranger Ticket", printing it 
off was as far as I got.  
 
Angus came and cut the Vicarage grass. Grace and George came for a chat - it's almost three 
years since I married them. Always lovely to catch up and our wedding couples.  
 
I sat in the sun and read "Around the world in 80 trains" by Monisha Rajesh. She started at St 
Pancras, journeyed across Russia and down across the Bridge over the River Kwai. Japan, 
Canada and America. Then North Korea, China, Tibet, back through Russia, and home on the 
Venice Simplon Orient Express. Part of me wishes I could get a publisher to fund me to make 
a journey like this, and another part of me thinks I'd rather read about someone else's journey. 
I like a comfy bed, decent loo, and I'm not too adventurous in my food choices.  
 
I sit in the sun, and remember the song from "Salad Days". I may be too old for worldwide 
train travel, but I am too young for "Salad Days" (for people even younger than me, it was a 
1950s musical by Julian Slade and Dorothy Reynolds). Mum and dad did their courting to its 
songs and therefore inflicted them on their children. I have just reminded myself of the plot. 
"The story focusses on Jane and Timothy, a recently married couple who are paid £7 a week 
by a tramp to look after his mobile piano. They soon discover that when the piano plays, 
everyone within earshot soon has the irresistible urge to dance. Despite attempts to ban the 
piano from playing, the piano disappears and it does down to Uncle Zed to retrieve the piano 
in his flying saucer. The piano is found and then passed on to another couple to look after." 
 
It does make you wonder what my parents' generation were smoking. Selwyn spent the bank 
holiday on my study chair. 

             


