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Travelling by the ‘Parly’ in 2003
In 2003, scenes such as the above can still be found on the railways of Great Britain. No, but really!
In 2003 a “Parliamentary Service”, one of Prime Minister Gladstone’s cheap trains of 1844, is still
running. It is the last such train to appear in the Great Britain Railway Timetable and it is run to satisfy statutory requirements– but unfortunately the fare is no longer the one penny per mile of the
original. Travel with Byron Rogers to the end of the line, where he finds the Elixir of Life.
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GHOST TRAIN TO STALYBRIDGE-THE LAST “PARLY”
BUSES SOUTHWEST FROM EASTWOOD STATION
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Ghost train to Stalybridge– the last ‘Parly’
BYRON ROGERS ventures to the end of the world on a forgotten railway line.

I

WAS early, I sat alone on
Platform 3a at Stockport Station, a sort of half-forgotten
annexe to the mainline platforms,
gloomily remembering what the
lady in the ticket office had said in
answer to my question when I
bought my single to Stalybridge.
"How long does this take?"
"Let me see." The service did not
appear to be listed in the usual
timetables, and the queue behind
me was getting more and more
restless, so that when she finally
said, "Ah, here we are", I would
not have been that surprised had
she announced she had found it in
the Book of Kells. "Twenty minutes."
"Can I have a return?"
"Well you can, but that'll mean you
catch a train into Manchester, then
another back. This train does not
return."
Ten years ago there was an hourly
service through the outer suburbs
of Manchester from Stockport to
Stalybridge. Now there is just one
train a week. This leaves Stockport
every Friday at 3 pm and does not
come back - or, rather, it does, but
then no passengers are allowed on
it. Every week they disappear into
Stalybridge and what becomes of
them is of no interest to the railway
company. You will not need reminding that there were trains like
this in Hitler's Germany and in Stalin's Russia, and it does not help
that the Stockport to Stalybridge is
known in the railway press as the
Ghost Train.
But to Northwest Trains, the company responsible for it, this is
known as a parliamentary service.
By running it once a week, the
company is able to avoid the
lengthy and costly bureaucratic

procedures that attend the closing
of a line, even one that has outlived its commercial use.
There were, indeed still are, two
stations in Manchester, the one
on the main line, south. the other
on the main line to the northeast,
and until the late 1990s anyone
needing to cross the Pennines,
from London to York say, had to
change trains and cross the city in
the process. The Stockport to Stalybridge was thus a link service
between the two, enabling travellers to avoid Manchester altogether, but for 10 years now there
have been through trains from the
south of England to the northeast.
So a busy suburban link became a
parliamentary service.
When this happens you enter a
world meaningless to anyone
who is not a lawyer or an accountant, for there is no obligation on a railway company to
make a profit on such a line; a
profit might even be an embarrassment. All it has to do is provide a service that passengers
could use if they chose, and the
company has no interest in attracting them to something that
long ago disappeared into the
small print of railway timetable
footnotes.
The idea to ride the Ghost Train
did not originate with me. It was
something I agreed to do, then
put off until it finally became an
embarrassment. And so it was I
sat gloomily on platform 3a,
watching as the rain thickened
and the tower blocks of Manchester went out one by one.
"Afternoon." He was in his late
30s, a thickset man in a leather
jacket and jeans, a haversack over
one shoulder. I had company on
3a.

He was a policeman, travelling
through Manchester, he said; he
had time to kill and for old time's
sake wanted to see what had become of a train he had last taken 20
years before. No, he hadn't told
anyone of his plan. People would
think him mad, said the policeman.
One odd thing, though: there were
just two stations on the route, and
even when he had used the service
regularly, he had never seen anyone alight or waiting at Reddish
South or Denton.
It was five minutes to three now,
and an elderly lady and what
looked like her son had turned up.
A guard came, his two flags protruding from a satchel. "No sign of
the train is there?" he asked. "I
don't know where it's got to." Three
o'clock came and went. At four
minutes past, there was an announcement. "For all those awaiting the three o'clock to Stalybridge,
we are sorry for the delay."
Nothing unusual about that, it was
what came next which was so
strange. "The full extent of the delay will be given as soon as possible." "Is it usually late?" I asked
the old lady. "Yes," she said.
And this is her story. It was her
fault, she said. Her grandfather had
had a model railway in his garden,
with trains big enough to sit on, so
when she had a family of her own,
her idea of a day out was to take
her two boys on a train. It did not
matter much where the train went,
nor did it now when she was old
and they took her, "You haven't
been before?" she asked me.
"No."
"So you haven't been to Stalybridge Buffet?"
"No."

The Times No. 227

4

Vol. 20, No. 2, February 2003

Stockport to Stalybridge from an 1886 London and North Western Railway WTT
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Stockport to Stalybridge from a 1946 London, Midland and Scottish Railway WTT
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Thin black line. The once a week Stockport to Stalybridge “Parliamentary” shows up on the 1997
Great Britain Railway Timetable map as a thin black line in an ocean of red, blue and green.
She and her son exchanged
glances, and the two smiled. Stalybridge Buffet, I gathered, seemed
to be some rite of passage awaiting
me at the end of the line.
"Here she comes," shouted someone, and out of the mist came a
fussy little diesel, not only 20 minutes late but a train out of time altogether, the line having never
been electrified. I had not seen one
of these in 20 years. It stopped and
12 people, most of whom I had not
noticed on the platform but who
seemed to have beamed down like

the crew of the Starship Enterprise, got on. Only they did not
get on the way people normally
do; they piled on board, the old
lady among them, like children
on a school trip or soldiers going
on leave, as though terrified they
might be left behind.
I found myself in one of the two
elderly carriages with three men
who, to my amazement, told me
they worked for the railways.
One was a signalman, another an
engine driver and the third a
younger man just about to join.

All had come a long way for these
20 minutes to nowhere, one from
Accrington, another from Reading,
the third from Swindon.
"Why?" echoed the engine driver.
"For this. Listen," He lifted his
hand. The little diesel was shifting
from side to side like a sprinter in
the blocks, every bolt vibrating.
"Oh, you old mechanical thing," he
said fondly. "That's why I come.
This is real"
"So you've been before?"
All three grinned. "We come as of-
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The Stockport to Stalybridge Parliamentary as it appeared in Table 85 of the 1997 Great Britain Railway Timetable. It still appears in 2003, but now in Table 80– and runs 4 minutes earlier.
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When the House of Commons attempted to frame some general legislation concerning railways early in
1844, the proper management of third-class travel was brought before it. The Liverpool & Manchester
Railway had not yet come to provide any such accommodation whatever. At the other extreme, thirdclass passengers comprised 68.9% of the total number carried by the Manchester & Leeds in the year
1842-3. On the railway system of Great Britain as a whole the proportion of third-class travelling had
then risen to 27.4%.
… The most important 'general measure' passed in these years was Gladstone's Act of 1844. When first
presented to Parliament as a Bill, it attempted to do three things: to increase the direct control of the
government over the management and working of the railways; to give it power to purchase them outright at a future date; and to compel them to provide reasonable minimum conditions of comfort for the
conveyance of third class passengers. As soon as these terms were published, the companies and their
shareholders howled in protest. 'The railway plunder Bill', they called it, and they fought it line by line
as it passed through Parliament. In the end the provisions of the Bill that gave the government authority
to interfere in the working of the companies disappeared; and its clauses were made applicable only to
new lines to be established in the future, not to those already in being. The government was authorised
to purchase these new companies at any time after 21 years had elapsed. This power was never in fact
exercised. Nonetheless, the Transport Act of 1947, under which the state bought the railways, was putting into practice a policy that had first been envisaged 103 years before.
The Act did, however, give effective protection to the interests of third-class passengers. They were now
guaranteed at least one train a day, running at a minimum speed of 12 mph; carriages were to be furnished with seats and protected from the weather; and the passengers were to pay at the rate of not more
than ld a mile. That these conditions applied only to new railways did not matter: once they were established, the existing companies necessarily had to accept them also. Some of them still subjected thirdclass passengers to inconvenience. The Great Western Railway, which always regarded them with a
qualified liking, had a way of forcing them to begin their journey in the small hours. For many years the
only third-class train from London to the West Country set out at 6 am. The company's employees referred to it as 'the Plymouth Cheap'. But discomfort and indignity did not matter much when third-class
passengers could now claim, as a right, a service faster than that provided by even the most brilliant of
the old mail-coaches, and at a much lower price. If the accommodation was Spartan, it was a great improvement on clinging to the outside of a coach, exposed to rain and wind. Of all classes in the community, the poor clearly stood to benefit most from the railway.
Who were these third-class passengers? There was frequent complaint in the 1830s and 1840s that peoten as we can," said the signalman,
a sharp man, his hair in a pony-tail,
not at all the sort of chap you
would expect to spend his day off
crossing England to travel 19 km
on an old train. It was then I realised I was in the company of a species I had thought extinct; railway
men who loved railways. The
brakes were released and with
lurch, we were off. I felt a hand on
my shoulder. "You do realise you
are on one of the highest viaducts
in Britain," said the old lady. "In a
minute you will see the Pennines."
The two of us stared out together.
"Ah," she said. "No you won't."
We came to a station and one of

the railway men opened the window, something you can still do
on this train. "Anyone getting
on?" asked his friends, He shook
his head. "No," he said, as happy
as any man confirming an article
of faith. "Hang on, though, the
guard has just got out." They
watched him standing in weeds
waist high, an explorer in some
lost city in the Incas. In all the
years they had travelled the line,
they said, no one had ever seen a
living soul on Denton station. But
then people can grow up in
Denton and not even know they
have a station. My cousin has.
"Are you sure you didn't dream
this journey?" he said.

The green was all around us now,
and deepening over hanging trees,
neat suburban hedges, overgrown
verges, a world of willows and
elder.
I did not have a clue where I was,
or later, where I had been, when I
retrieved my car from Stockport
and drove between factories to Stalybridge, a journey that, curiously,
took me over an hour.
The train pulled into Stalybridge,
but when I looked back through the
rain I saw that the destination indicator on the front cab said Ormskirk. By that stage I was prepared
to believe anything, for by the time
I turned around again most of the
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ple who could well afford to travel first or second class were travelling third. Whishaw was 'astonished’
to see several most respectably dressed persons' riding in the open wagons of the London & Blackwall
Railway, which were 'intended especially for those who cannot afford better accommodation'. 'The most
wealthy and influential merchants of Glasgow' frequently arrived, we are told, at the station in their own
carriages and then travelled to Greenock standing up. To counter such deplorable practices, one of the
millionaire Crawshay dynasty was said to have suggested to the Great Western company that it should
'hire sweeps to travel in their third-class carriages to scare intruders'.
It was impossible to prevent passengers from making their own choice in this matter; and third-class carriages continued to be used for short journeys by all sorts of people. Good sense was talked here by
Capt. M. L. Laws, general manager of the Manchester & Leeds Railway. He allowed that in fair weather
'respectable trades people, clerks, etc.' travelled third-class, but added that the great majority of thirdclass passengers were 'strictly the working classes, weavers, masons, bricklayers, carpenters, mechanics,
and labourers of every description, some of whom used formerly to travel by carts but the greater number on foot'.
In the first complete year during which these new arrangements were in force, that ending on 30 June
1846, the returns show that out of 40 million passenger journeys made in Great Britain, almost 10%
were in the new 'Parliamentary' trains. The Act unquestionably stimulated a very large growth of cheap
travelling: the 27.4% of third-class journeys made in 1842-3 had become 32.1% in 1845-6, and to them
were now to be added 9.8% in respect of the new Parliamentary traffic. That is to say, taking the two
categories together, that railway travel at the cheapest rates had increased by half in two years. By 1850
a majority of the passenger journeys in Great Britain were being made at a penny a mile or less. Thereafter the process went on steadily, almost without interruption. By 1875 the proportion of these journeys
had grown from half to more than three-quarters (77.9%). In 1913 it was 96%.
If we repeat the question asked before, 'Who were these penny-a-mile passengers?' the answers to it
must now be somewhat different. After 1850 we do not hear much about well-to-do persons who travelled by cheap trains. Some economically-minded business men must certainly have gone on putting up
with a little discomfort on short journeys in order to save a shilling or two a week. But such men would
have been most unlikely to use any of the long-distance Parliamentary trains. Two sixteen-hour journeys
from London to Liverpool and back would not have been acceptable to them when each could be made,
by travelling second class, in six.
Extracted from Jack Simmon’s ‘The Victorian Railway’ and ‘The Railways of Great Britain’
passengers had vanished, apart
from the old lady, her son and the
signalman, who were hurrying towards the station building.
The Buffet at Stalybridge is one of
the few free houses in the rail network. A narrow little room, it has
not changed much since it was
opened in the 1880s and still has an
open fire. But that was not the first
thing I noticed. On the bar was a
barrel of homemade Perry. Perry is
my favourite drink, but in 40 years
of perambulation through licensed
premises I had not seen it for sale
anywhere outside the pear orchards
of Herefordshire and even there
never in a pub.
"Oh, we always have a barrel of

Perry," said the licensee.
I had a pint and it smelled of
elderflower. The next time I went
to the bar I saw they also did
wheat beer. Wheat beer is that
lovely white beer brewed in Belgium and Germany, but which in
this country is difficult to get outside London. "Wheat beer,
please."
"What kind would you like?"
"How many have you got?"
"Eight."
Men have always fantasised
about Journey's End, the great
good place where wishes are met.
At different times and in different
cultures, this has been the Happy

Isles, the Land of Cockayne, in
Welsh,—Afallon, the Isle of Apples, Brigadoon, the Blue Rock
Candy Mountains: it is just that no
traveller who looks for it can find
his way there. But say there was a
train out of place and time, a train
that went nowhere and never came
back.
"Usually we have 20 guest beers a
week," said the licensee.
"I knew you'd like it here," said the
old lady. Here at the quiet limit of
the world's end.
This is an edited extract from ‘An
Audience with an Elephant’ by
Byron Rogers (Aurum Press,
$37.95).
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Buses Southwest from Eastwood Station
By JIM O'NEIL.

I

the 50s and 60s there were
numerous small, one-man bus
routes in the suburbs of Sydney.
One such was route 87, from Eastwood to West Ryde on the western
side of the Main Northern railway
line. When I first discovered it, it
was operated by Dundas Valley
Coaches, whose main service was
route 172, Parramatta to Eastwood.
By the time I was able to secure a
timetable of the 87, it had been sold
to an independent, and operated as
the Eastwood - West Ryde Bus Co.,
G.A. Briggs Prop.
N

The timetable is undated, but I secured it in the early sixties (right). It
can be operated by a single bus, but
if one man drove that bus all day he
was on duty from 6.59 a.m. until
7.00 p.m., with no break of longer
than twenty minutes (apart from
lunch?). Two intermediate timing
points are shown, Tramway Street
(in West Ryde) and Denman St. (in
Eastwood). Denman St. was on a
diversion north of the main route,
looping round the block, and only a
block south of Routledge St., where
the 172 operated. Most off-peak services diverted via Denman St., but
peak-hour runs did so only inbound
to Eastwood in the mornings and
outbound in the evenings. Similarly,
on Saturdays, buses left Denman St.
for Eastwood up to 11.07, but not
later, and did not leave Eastwood for
Denman St. until 10.35.
There were more peak-hour services
to West Ryde, than to Eastwood,
with two morning services turning
back at Tramway St., as well as one
evening one. The southern section of
the route was further from the route
173 Parramatta - West Ryde (see
The Times November 2000) than the
northern was from the 172, and as
the two parts of the route were only
three blocks or so apart, more commuters would find it convenient to
go to West Ryde, two stations closer

Route 87, undated, but current early 1960s. Eastwood - West Ryde
Bus Co.; G.A. Briggs Prop.
to the city than Eastwood.
The next timetable may appear to
be undated, but the numbers 5/87
can be found below the bottom
right hand corner of the actual
timetable (see our page 11). This
timetable was issued by MetroWest Bus Lines, the sister company of Ken Butt's North & Western. The Denman St. diversion has
been dropped, and the route has
been extended several blocks west
to take in new housing and Marsden High School, which provides
the only intermediate timing point.
Saturday services were no longer
operated in 1987. Peak hours services have been slightly reduced in
number with more on the West

Ryde end. The counter flow bus running to Marsden High, in place of
Tramway St., is no longer shown,
but the bus does run beyond the stations to local schools - St. Michaels,
Meadowbank requires ten minutes
each way in the afternoon, while the
Eastwood school need only five minutes to get there and back.
The off-peak services have been reduced to two, marked as running
though to and from Carlingford
Court, and were operated, not by run
13, but by another bus, run 14. On
the other side of the timetable, we
find the timetable for route 150 (see
our page 12), which was operated
(Continued on page 13)
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Route 150, Carlingford to Eastwood Metro-West Bus Co; May 1987.
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The end of the road for the 542
service, replaced by a special
School Service
was renumbered 543, and provided a
few peak hour services, and one offpeak run, leaving West Ryde at 9.35
for Eastwood, arriving at 9.52. Shoppers had nearly two hours at Eastwood, with the return bus leaving at
11.50 a.m..

Dundas Valley District Timetable, page 21. North & Western Bus
Co. 23 July 1990. Routes 542 & 543.
throughout by run 14. The route 150
provided a similar frequency to the
87, also on Mondays to Fridays only.
It operated to the James Ruse High
(one block west of the normal route
150), and to Cumberland High (on
the north side of Pennant Hills Road,
just off the edge of the map).
These two routes were among the
unprofitable services, which were to
rationalised in the 23rd July 1990

reorganisation of Ken Butt's services. Some service was still provided, as can be seen from page 21
of the Dundas Valley District timetable (above). Route 150 was renumbered 542, and only peak hour
service was provided, although
some off-peak buses on route 545
were diverted via Raimonde Road,
to cover the Eastwood end of the
service, as can be seen from the
note on the timetable. Route 87

Even this limited service was reduced further. On the 28th January
1992, a new timetable was issued for
the two routes (see our page 14). The
earliest run of the 542, 7.20 from
Carlingford, had ceased, as did the
last runs on both routes, at 4.28 from
Eastwood in both cases. The offpeak service on the 543 now ran
later, leaving West Ryde half an hour
later, at 10.05 a.m., and Eastwood
almost an hour later at 12.46 p.m.
When North & Western was taken
over by Sydney Buses, it was proposed that the 542 would remain
with limited service and the 406 Auburn to Ermington (see The Times
June 2001) would be extended north-
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westwards over the northern half of
the 543 and thence via a new route,
partly replacing the 544 Eastwood to
Top Ryde via Midway (see The
Times September 2001, page 13) to
Macquarie Centre. Route 543 would
then cease to run. This did not quite
happen. It was the 542 which was

14

cancelled on 5 March 2001, to be
replaced by School Special services (see our page 13, top right).
The new through service from Auburn to Macquarie Centre was renumbered 544, not 406 (see timetable below and overleaf), and it ran
from Eastwood Station to Threlfall

North & Western Bus Co. Routes 542 & 543, 28 January 1992.
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St and Abuklea Roads over the old
route 544, not the proposed new
route (on roads not previously used
by buses). Route 544 buses ran from
there to Macquarie Centre, while a
few buses, numbered 542, ran to or
from Bridge & Smalls Roads, further
(Continued on page 16)
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Sydney Buses 24 June 2001. 544 etc. Macquarie Centre to Auburn. Mondays to Fridays: Southbound direction (above) and Northbound direction (overleaf).
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along the old 544 (but not all the
way to Top Ryde). The old 406 services via Egerton & Vore Sts., once
the route 62, acquired the new number 540, and the 543 still runs between Eastwood and West Ryde. In

16

fact the service has been increased
slightly, with an additional run
from Eastwood at 12.01 p.m. But
there is no corresponding increase
off-peak from West Ryde. There is
only one bus, leaving West Ryde at

Vol. 20, No. 2, February 2003

12.37. The old route 87 still survived
in 2002, even though it had only a
limited service.

