Vignettes: Trips by Train in and around Yorkshire, 1951-1961


Hornsea and Withernsea during the early 1950s

Don Winter

Hornsea

My mother’s uncle (John Bee, who once owned a stationery store of that name across the street from the Hull City Hall) lives in Hornsea, so we go there one or twice a year (but never for more than a day trip). Usually, we start from Sutton-on-Hull (only half a mile from where we lived), but occasionally we go into town and back out on the Victoria Dock Branch.

The connection from the exit lines from Hull (Paragon) to the Victoria Dock Branch curves away to the north at West Parade Junction, to the right of the Cottingham line, passes the engine shed at Botanic Gardens, and joins the Victoria Dock Branch just before the line crosses Spring Bank and enters Botanic Gardens station. The Spring Bank level crossing is immediately adjacent to the street junction with Princes Avenue and Spring Bank West. Since this is very close to Hymers’ College, Botanic Gardens station is used by Hymers’ College pupils who live along the Hornsea and Withernsea lines. The station has a platform on each line of the double track.

The branch then curves around to the east, with a level crossing on a minor street just to the south of Pearson Park, and then a level crossing at Beverley Road. Stepney station is immediately adjacent to the Beverley Road crossing, and also has a platform on each line of the double track. The line then heads directly east to the Wilmington swing bridge across the River Hull, through the area occupied by the Gas Works (coal gasification) and the Electricity Power Station, both just to the west of the river. East of the river, the line passes between some factories (one of them owned by BOCM), crosses Cleveland Street, and enters Wilmington station.

The Hornsea line splits away from the Victoria Dock Branch and curves to the northeast, right after leaving Wilmington station, passes under the Hull & Barnsley elevated line to the docks adjacent to that line’s crossing of Dansom Lane, runs behind the houses on James Reckitt Avenue, through the level crossing at Chamberlain Road, past the junction with the spur to the Goods Station on Cleveland Street and heads northeast between open fields and housing. Passing under the overbridge carrying the 1930s Hull ring road (named Sutton Road), the line crosses Tweendykes Road by a level crossing, runs through the houses of Sutton-on-Hull, under another road overbridge and into the station at Sutton-on-Hull. The latter is immediately north of the road bridge, and has a platform on each line of the double track. Beyond this station, the line is no longer in the Hull built-up area, but out in the countryside of the Holderness Plain.

The countryside is not very interesting (flat; fields bordered by deciduous trees). Every major road from Sutton-on-Hull until Hornsea itself is crossed by a level-crossing. Swine station is in the middle of the isolated village. Skirlaugh station is immediately adjacent to the Hull-Bridlington road, but a couple of miles from the eponymous village. Ellerby station is also adjacent to a road crossing, but not the village it serves. Before reaching Hornsea, the water of Hornsea Mere (larger than a pond, smaller than a lake) appears to the north of the line. In Hornsea, the coastal road crossing at the Hornsea Bridge station on the outskirts of the town has the railway at a higher level than the road, so it uses an overbridge across the road. The line then runs through the houses of Hornsea to Hornsea Town station, which is just a short walk from the seafront. The station has an overall roof and a platform on each of the running lines, although the vast majority of the passenger loading and unloading takes place at the more southerly platform, adjacent to the station buildings. There is also a small goods yard, with a fixed-base loading and unloading crane. I never see more than a couple of wagons here at any one time.

The seafront at Hornsea is a half mile or so of concrete bastion against the forces of the tides, in the middle of a 25 mile stretch of seacoast that has historically been receding at a rate of about 50 feet a year (about one mile per century). Just south of Hornsea, there were villages in my parents’ childhoods of which there is no longer any trace, and others in which the sea is about halfway through cutting away the earthen cliffs on which they stand. In the early 1950s, the concrete at Hornsea is just about in line with the present position of the seacoast, but this seems unlikely to last.

Behind the concrete seafront, and the beach divided into small segments by breakwaters, is a narrow area focused on day trippers and holidaymakers, behind which is essentially a slightly upscale bedroom community for business people who work in Hull. There is little or nothing of interest to the visitor once (s)he gets a hundred yards from the coast, except for the possibility of boating on Hornsea Mere.

There are two especially noteworthy things about Hornsea trips: one is the procedure for getting the engine from one end of the train to the other at Hornsea Town. The station platforms at Hornsea Town end directly adjacent to a road. To run around the train, the engine uncouples, the gates across the road open, the engine pulls forward onto a turntable which turns just far enough to switch the tank engine to the adjacent track, and the engine then comes back across the road, goes to the other end of the train, and sets back onto the train. (I think that tender engines can be turned completely around, but I’m not certain of that.)

The other matter of interest is the steady progression of the loco-hauled carriages over the course of the 1950s (I never went to Hornsea by train after the line was converted to DMU operation). Mostly, but not always, we ride in a lavatory non-vestibuled carriage, but occasionally the stock is all non-corridor. In the earliest years, the carriages dated back to the North Eastern Railway, with ornate compartments and colored glass in the toilets. Then later, the carriages became of LNER vintage, although still constructed in the works in the Northeastern Area. Of course, they are all in either carmine and cream or overall red (it seems to vary). Overall, there have been at least three generations of carriages in a five or six year period. I presume the older varieties have been withdrawn as newer stock has been displaced from more “important” trains by new construction and/or the shrinkage of overall service levels elsewhere.

Over the same time period, engines for these trains changed from a combination of A5 and A8 4-6-2Ts to a combination of L1s (2-6-4T) and V3s (2-6-2T), with the occasional Ivatt Class 4MT 2-6-0.

Withernsea

The Victoria Dock branch continues in a roughly southeasterly direction from the junction at Wilmington, crossing Dansom Lane on the level, but at an acute angle, just north of Chapman Street, and Holderness Road on the level, but at right angles. South of Holderness Road, the Victoria Dock Branch curves away westward towards the eponymous dock (a long-time North Eastern Railway operation), while the Withernsea line starts to curve eastward and enters Southcoates station. This is an island platform, accessed by a footbridge from a path from Holderness Road alongside the line.

East of Southcoates, the line passes under the New Bridge carrying the eponymous road and heads more or less directly east, between sets of sidings built by both the North Eastern Railway (to the south) and Hull & Barnsley Railway (to the north) that serve as “buffers” for the still copious traffic of individual wagons as well as trainloads of commodities to and from the eastern docks. The docks themselves are just across Hedon Road, to the south of these tracks, and are accessed by connectors from these sidings, first to Alexandra Dock (served only by the H&BR) and then to King George V Dock (served by both H&BR and NER). Along the way, the line passes under overbridges for Southcoates Lane and Marfleet Avenue (the latter to the east of the last dock connector), then enters Marfleet Station. The latter is another island platform accessed by a footbridge.

We only take the train to Withernsea once. Train and motive power don’t seem to be different from Hornsea trains. The thing of interest about the Withernsea line is the two stretches of single track (one east of Hedon, one west of Patrington), which are my first exposure to anything that doesn’t have at least one tack in each direction. East of Patrington, the general direction turns from slightly south of east to directly northeast. As with the Hornsea line, the countryside is not very interesting, and is even flatter in the areas near the Humber Estuary. I don’t find Withernsea worth visiting.
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