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Editorial 

A belated happy New Year to everyone. This is what happens 

when you are in the Cape and your photographs are in Durban! 

This month’s (long) edition features a (short) railway line - only 

a mile in length – another ambitious rebuild project in the UK 

which in this instance closed 80 years ago – the Lynton and 

Barnstaple Railway located in Devon.  This line was chosen to 

be featured for three main reasons: firstly a long standing 

ambition to visit the line was realized recently; secondly if I was 

starting over the L&B would be one of the top prototype choices 

for modelling; thirdly as will be related later and as is the case 

with the motive power of the Welsh Highland Railway, there is a 

South African connection with the L&B. But first some sad news 

not only for Durban model railroaders but also for the entire 
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model railway community in South Africa. Mike McCaul died on 

the 29th of last month. Mike did a great deal to promote the 

hobby in the Durban area and to protect its heritage. His 

collection featured in every Durban National Convention 

starting in 1987 and for many years his ‘train room’ was the 

meeting place of the Durban chapter of the Hornby Railway 

Collectors Association of South Africa. I photographed the 

collection on a couple of occasions and will feature it in a future 

edition of the North Star Chronicles.  

The reference to the National Convention reminds me that the 

committee planning the 2015 Convention has confirmed the 

dates namely 23rd – 27th September. The Convention website 

is progressing http://nmrcsa.wix.com/sanmrc  

Map of the route of the Lynton and Barnstaple Railway 
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Brief History of the Railway 

The history books are full of stories of railway lines which 

should probably never have been built because they failed to 

achieve financial success. Arguably the L&B is one of those. 

The 19.23 mile line was opened in 1898 and closed a mere 37 

years later.  

The theory was that by adopting a narrow gauge of 1’11½” 

(600mm), the same as the Ffestiniog and Vale of Rheidol 

Railways, large savings would be made on construction and 

operational costs. However the demographics and topography 

of the area were against the project from the start. This part of 

Devon is sparsely populated and the route ran through what is 

now the Exmoor National Park traversing an area through 

which it was not easy to build a railway line without steep 

gradients. There were obviously good reasons why the London 

& South Western and Great Western railways declined to 

become involved in the project to join Barnstaple and Lynton by 

rail! However the involvement of some influential local figures 

chiefly Sir George Newnes resulted in the initial capital of 

£70000 being fully subscribed.  

The project was beset by difficulties from the outset. Several 

opportunistic landowners used their bargaining power to great 

advantage. (The cost of land and compensation was 4 times 

the estimated figure). But the biggest problem was that the 

engineers had not done their homework. Planning had been 

undertaken on the basis that only soil had to be moved for the 

permanent way. In the event continuous blasting was required 

to remove the hard rock encountered. This raised the estimated 

cost of construction (£50000) by over 50%. The contractor, Mr 

Nuttall, was awarded an additional £27000 by the arbitrator for 

blasting and extra work. Apparently this judgment was reversed 

on appeal, but Catchpole alleges the company was unable to 

recover any of the money owing to the bankruptcy of the 
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contractor. This is incorrect as Nuttalls were still on site in 1899 

in terms of the contract to maintain the line for a year after 

construction. Furthermore the company is still in business as 

BAM Nuttall and undertook the rebuilding of bridge 67 for the 

L&B in 2005. Nevertheless, the railway was financially crippled 

from the start. Further capital raises were conducted resulting 

in a total of £127268 which while necessary made the prospect 

of the investors earning a reasonable return on their money 

remote and furthermore compromises had to be made with 

respect to facilities and equipment.  

One of the biggest problems was the location of the Lynton 

terminus. The altitude was such that frequent water shortages 

were experienced and the station was not conveniently situated 

relative to the town (300 feet above Lynton!) 

A combination of the post 1929 depression and competition 

from improving road transport resulted in the line struggling in 

the 1930s with closure occurring after only 37 years at the end 

of September 1935. The entire operation, land, track, buildings, 

locos and rolling stock was then auctioned off. One day after 

closure a wreath was placed on a buffer at Barnstaple Station 

by a Woody Bay resident bearing the following words: 

“To Barnstaple & Lynton Railway with regret and sorrow from a 

constant user and admirer – Perchance it is not dead but 

sleepeth.” 

Prophetic words but my goodness what a long sleep: 69 years 

to be precise! 

Revival 

Attempts were made as long ago as 1962 by the Lynton and 

Barnstaple Railway Society to foster interest in reopening the 

line but the Society subsequently disbanded. In 1979 the 

Lynton and Barnstaple Railway Association was formed. As the 

Association could not own land a Trust was established for that 

purpose in 1981. This was a private trust formed solely to 
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purchase a small section of trackbed at Cricket Field Lane 

Parracombe.  When the land was signed over to the Lynton & 

Barnstaple Railway Company in 1997 that Trust was 

abandoned.  The current L&BR Trust - a completely different 

organisation being a charitable company - was formed later. 

Despite the enormous challenges which have had to be 

overcome real progress has been made since then. Unlike the 

West Highland Railway and most other preservation operations 

where the trackbeds were intact, the land on which the L&B 

had operated had been sold to over 100 different landowners!  

The only loco to escape the scrappers torch was ‘Lew’ which 

was initially used in the track lifting operation and subsequently 

exported to Brazil. It is one of narrow gauge railways great 

mysteries that the ultimate fate of the loco has never been 

established.  

The coaches in many cases ended up as garden sheds.  

Thus to all intents and purposes the promoters of the line’s re-

establishment started with a blank sheet. Fortunately they also 

had a strong vision but it was not until 1995 that the vision was 

able to start being turned into reality. 

Woody Bay Station 

In 1995 an opportunity arose to purchase the Woody Bay 

Station which is located about 16 miles from Barnstaple. This 

has become the ‘beating heart’ of the re-establishment 

operation. Following this purchase and that of land for the 

trackbed the revived railway carried its first passengers in July 

2004 – 69 years after closure. The operation at that stage 

comprised 600 meters of ex theme park track and one carriage 

pulled by a borrowed diesel!  

A planning application to rebuild the railway back to Blackmoor 

Gate and Wistlandpound is currently in progress. Thereafter it 

is hoped to reopen the section between Woody Bay and 

Lynton. The ultimate objective is to re-establish the entire line. 
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‘Lyd’  

Described by some as the narrow gauge equivalent of 

‘Tornado’ (the standard gauge Peppercorn class A1 Pacific 

new build at a cost of around £3m) ‘Lyd’ was built with 

substantial volunteer input over a 15 year period at the Boston 

Lodge works of the Festiniog Railway.  The design of the loco 

was based on an updated version of ‘Lew’ a Manning Wardle 

loco built for the Southern Railway the owners of the Lynton 

and Barnstaple line in 1925. ‘Lyd’ had its first commercial run in 

August 2010 on the Welsh Highland Railway. A photo taken at 

Woody Bay Station in May 2013 when ‘Lyd’ paid a visit to the 

L&B is shown below. Note two of the carriages pulled by ‘Lyd’ 

are   authentic (rebuilds) of L&B coaches 7 and 17(Photo C 

Martin Creese 30742 Charters. Courtesy L&BR Trust) 

  
  The South African Connection 

There are two locomotives operating on the restored section of 

line which previously worked in South Africa. Both are Bagnalls. 

The first is ‘Isaac’, formerly RPM 3. This loco, Bagnall works no 

3023 of 1953, was one of 4 built for Rustenburg Platinum 

Mines. 
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When RPM regauged their lines from 2’ to Cape gauge the 

locos became redundant. Nos 2, 3 and 4 were returned to the 

UK (no 1 is at Gold Reef City in Johannesburg) the latter two to 

the Welsh Highland Heritage Railway in 1982. In 2007 ‘Isaac’ 

was sold to a private buyer for restoration and then in 2012 

moved to the Boston works of the Festiniog Railway for the 

work to be completed. The restored loco arrived at Woody Bay 

at the end of November 2013. 

‘Isaac’ Photo C Judy Williams Courtesy L&BR Trust 

 
The second ex South Africa loco is ‘Charles Whytock’ one of 

the 11 Bagnalls with 10”x15” cylinders used on the extensive 

Tongaat sugar mill tramline system.  

Two articles on the Tongaat Bagnalls appeared in SA Rail in 

Vol 48 nos 3 and 4. Briefly, following Tongaat converting to 

road delivery of sugarcane in the early sixties ‘Charles 

Whytock’ (works no 2819 of 1946) was placed on display at the 

company offices at Maidstone. The loco was moved to a new 

industrial estate being established at Prospecton in 1976 but 

returned to Maidstone in 1981. ‘Charles Whytock’ was one of 

the three ex Tongaat Bagnalls bought by Graeme Walton Binns 

which were returned to the UK for ultimate restoration at Cargo 



 

  8 
 

Fleet (the other two being ‘Sinembe’ and ‘A Boulle’). This was 

the first of the three to be returned to steam and was acquired 

by John Keys and moved to Woody Bay in April 2014. John has 

had to undertake further work on ‘Charles Whytock’ but the loco 

passed its steam test on 30
th
 May last year, the first steaming in 

over 50 years? 

‘Charles Whytock’ prior to restoration! Photo believed to 

have been taken at Portmadog prior to the move to Cargo 

Fleet. Photographer unknown 

 
‘Charles Whytock’ steam test at Woody Bay 30

th
 May 2014. 

Photographer John Heys 
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Rolling stock 

Little of the original rolling stock survived – a handful of 

carriages (indeed sections thereof!), all requiring extensive 

renovation which has been painstakingly done.  

 
As far as I know only one wagon survived – Bogie Brake Van 

no 23. However as the photos below show there is a number of 

wagons on the line. 

  
These were all UK MOD sourced, regauged from 2’6’’ to 1’11½” 

and repainted to Southern Region brown. 
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Modelling Opportunities 

What appeals to me about the L&B as a modeller is the 

relatively wide range of kits and indeed ready to run locos and 

rolling stock which is available.  

In the smaller scales Peco manufactures L&B wagons and 

coaches in 009 (4mm scale running on N gauge track). Peco’s 

website is www.peco-uk.com  

Heljan, the Danish manufacturer offers a range of 009 locos 

sold by Hattons – ‘Yeo’, ‘Exe’ and ‘Taw’ to pull the Peco rolling 

stock. Refer www.hattons.co.uk/  

7mm/1ft scale (the same as 0 standard gauge models) on 

16.5mm gauge track (the same as 00 gauge). There are some 

loco and rolling stock kits available in this scale. Langley 

Models for example offers rtr rolling stock. Refer 

http://www.langleymodels.co.uk/  

Finally and of greatest interest to me as a 16mm modeler, there 

is a range of live steam locos, carriages and wagons available 

on a rtr basis. Accucraft UK offers models of L&B locos ‘Lew’       

(a 2-6-2) and ‘Lyn’ a 2-4-2 built by the Baldwin Locomotive 

Works of the US in 1898. Accucraft UK also produce a range of 

16mm rolling stock but availability can sometimes be a 

problem. Accucraft UK’s website is http://www.accucraft.com. 

 

http://www.peco-uk.com/
http://www.hattons.co.uk/
http://www.langleymodels.co.uk/
http://www.accucraft.com/
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A photo of an Accucraft 16mm model of ‘Lew’ and Accucraft 

carriages taken by Rob Golding on Mike Bews’s layout in the 

UK on New Year’s Day is shown above.  

But it is not just the reasonably ready availability of locos and 

rolling stock (and indeed building kits of L&B stations) that 

attracts me to the L&B. The scenic modelling opportunities of 

this short line are excellent.  

There was an interchange station with the standard gauge on 

the coast at Barnstaple. The scenery through which the line ran 

(Exmoor), the small stations and halts and of course at 400 feet 

long, the longest narrow gauge viaduct in Britain at Chelfham 

(classified as a Grade II listed structure in 1965 and extensively 

renovated in 2000) all cry out to be modelled.  

The Chelfham viaduct circa 1900. Source Wikipedia 

  
Sources: 

L T Catchpole’s “The Lynton and Barnstaple Railway 1895-

1935 first published in 1936 now in its eight edition (2005) 

reprinted in 2012 is the seminal work on the line. 

The L&B Railway website http://www.lynton-rail.co.uk/ is a font 

of information.  

My thanks to Keith Vingoe, Director of Marketing L&B for 

correcting a number of mistakes in my original draft. 

http://www.lynton-rail.co.uk/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Chelfham_Viaduct.jpg

