RAIL STATIONS OF EXETER

On track to gauge my fascination for

Exeter’s railways
Captivated by them as a schoolboy, STEPHEN ROBERTS
returns to the city to look into the history of its stations

E

xeter’s railway stations
fascinate me. This all began
back in my bachelor days
when I once purchased a
two-week national rail rover
ticket (I doubt that you could do such a
thing today). It entitled me to travel
anywhere on the UK network for a
fortnight, this back in the days before
privatisation, when we still had something
resembling a homogenous railway system.
The first journey that I undertook was on
Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s old Great
Western Railway, from his railway cathedral
of London Paddington to Exeter St David’s.
I don’t recall much about my first ever
visit to Exeter, except that I definitely
remember visiting the cathedral and that I
had a sit down lunch in one of the eateries
in the Cathedral Close. I must have then
found my way to Exeter Central, as the next
leg of my journey took me from Exeter to
Salisbury. I clearly had a penchant for
cathedral cities, as well as stations that
resemble cathedrals.
Wind forward 30 odd years and I found
myself staying in a hotel in Queen Street
just down the road from Exeter Central
Station, which along with St David’s is
regarded as the city’s other ‘mainline’
station. I had to go and have a peek. Not
only that, but a healthy walk out to the
football ground on a Saturday afternoon
brought me to a ‘field of dreams’, which sits

Below: Exeter Central railway station
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above yet another Exeter station, that of St
James Park. As someone who loves both his
football and his railways, I was like the
proverbial pig in a farmyard.
Exeter has eight stations within its city
boundaries, with trains reaching out in five
directions. There is Brunel’s mainline from
Paddington to Cornwall, which comes into
Exeter St David’s. A line from London
Waterloo also comes into the city, as well as
lines heading off towards Barnstaple and
Exmouth. It must have been a train
spotter’s paradise in days gone by. Most
happily when heading out west from Exeter
St David’s the magnificent cathedral can be
seen from the train.
So, how did it all start? Well, it really
began with the long forgotten Bristol &
Exeter Railway (B&E), that completed its
route to Exeter on 1 May 1844. By dint of
the Great Western Railway’s lease of the
line, this also gave the latter company (the
GWR) a main line of almost 194 miles, the
longest margin by some degree of any
railway company in the UK at the time.
On that spring morning in 1844 the
celebrated GWR loco engineer, Daniel
Gooch, was on the footplate of ‘Actaeon’,
leaving Paddington at 07:30 and arriving in
Exeter five hours later when a celebratory
dinner was put on in the goods shed.
The train then returned to London,
whereupon one passenger, Sir Thomas
Acland MP, lost no time in hurtling straight

to the House of Commons to inform the
honourable members that he had been in
Exeter just five hours previously. The
railway had made its mark in the corridors
of power and for the first time it was
possible to travel from London to the South
West and back in a day.
It was the Brunel designed Exeter St
David’s that was bestowed on the city in
1844, still Exeter’s principal mainline
station today. Pleasingly the Great Western
Hotel here dates from the earliest days,
although the main façade is from 1864,
when the station was modified for the
arrival of the London & South Western
Railway (LSWR). Today passengers can see
the curious sight of trains to London
heading off in two different directions.
First Great Western’s trains head north
out of the station on the old GWR line to
Paddington, whilst South West Trains
trundle out south and then east, following
the old LSWR route to Waterloo.
Understanding the history of the railways
in Exeter helps explain these apparent
absurdities.
Brunel was a brilliant engineer, but he
didn’t always get things right. Perhaps his
greatest failure was his experimental
‘atmospheric railway’, which he proposed
for the 52½ mile South Devon Railway
(SDR) route from Exeter to Plymouth. This
was a railway where trains would be
propelled not by conventional steam locos,
but would be literally sucked along by a
vacuum created by steam-powered
pumping stations at regular intervals along
the line, the train being connected to a pipe
that ran between the rails.
They say ‘love is blind’ and in spite of
designing beautifully ornate pumping
houses between Exeter and Newton Abbot,
the great engineer could not see that this
particular hobbyhorse just wouldn’t run.
Services began in August 1847, but there
were problems within a month and the
upshot was a reversion to steam in a little
over a year. The SDR line also made use of
Exeter St David’s, that caused a radical
overhaul of that station.
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Above: Exeter St David’s railway station
The SDR’s own station though was at St
Thomas and today’s suburban Exeter St
Thomas Station serves both the St Thomas
area of the city and the riverside.
The station is elevated on a low 501-yard
stone viaduct with entrances on Cowick
Street. The station is unstaffed today and
the former station buildings now comprise
offices and a Chinese restaurant. The SDR
opened the station here in 1846 and
atmospheric trains worked it for one year
before reversion to steam.
Uniquely amongst the SDR stations there
was no atmospheric engine house at St
Thomas’s. There was a rebuild of the
station in 1861, which resulted in the
attractive ‘Italianate’ two-storey buildings
on the city side of the viaduct that we see
today.
The GWR’s monopoly in the South West
was threatened 1 February 1862 when the
LSWR brought its own line from London
Waterloo into Exeter, using a station in
Queen Street (today’s Exeter Central
Station).
Known originally as Exeter Queen Street,
but rebuilt and renamed in 1933 after a fire,
Exeter Central is, as the name implies, the
most centrally located of all of Exeter’s
stations, with the larger St David’s being on
the western side of the city.
The station was a terminus until 1862
when the line was extended on to St
David’s through the 184-yard St David’s
Tunnel. Today the station is found below
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‘Brunel was a brilliant
engineer, but he didn’t
always get things right.
Perhaps his greatest failure
was his experimental
atmospheric railway’
road level to the east of Queen Street,
where the main entrance can be found
amongst the shops, in a pleasing 259-foot
curved building, part of the 1933 rebuild,
which draws the passenger in.
Although Exeter Central is the third
busiest station in Devon today, it still
handles around one million less passengers
a year than its neighbour of St David’s.
The fact that there were two mainlines
coming into Exeter, the GWR route from
Paddington and the LSWR route from
Waterloo meant that there was some keen
competition to see who could provide the
fastest journey time from the capital.
The LSWR quickly speeded up its service
to 4 hours and 45 minutes, which prompted
a 4 hours and 30 minutes response from
the GWR. It must have been a good time to
be a rail passenger with everyone intent on
speeding up journey times. In a rare
example of co-operation in 1864 Exeter St
David’s was modified once more to allow
LSWR trains to arrive there.
The operation of the railways in Exeter

was particularly complex at this time, as
there were four operating companies and
two gauges (broad gauge and standard
gauge). Some simplification arrived in 1876
when both the B&E and the SDR merged
with the GWR.
It was now a face off between the GWR
and the LSWR and their rival gauges. The
Great Western lost the gauges war, having
to convert all broad gauge lines to standard
gauge in the end, but arguably saw off the
LSWR, which disappeared into Southern
Railway when the ‘Big Four’ grouping
occurred in 1923.
Talking of winning and losing, Exeter
City FC won 2-0 on the Saturday afternoon I
went to see them. I sat in the modern Flybe
Stand, looking across at the older Main
Grandstand, which has the suburban St
James Park Station nestling down in the
cutting behind it.
On the last two occasions I have visited
Exeter I have arrived by car. I have made a
mental note that I really must visit the city
by train again, ideally recreating my visit
from a bygone age, when I arrived on
Brunel’s GWR rails and departed on the
former LSWR tracks.
That was when the story of Exeter’s
railway stations really came to life for me; a
story of competition and co-operation,
success and failure, but ultimately of
outstanding achievement. It was also the
day when I understood why I could travel
either north or south for London. n
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