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Beforehand, I styled my day trip to Bruton, in the south west of England, made earlier this week, as ‘panic buying’.  The trip was stimulated because it looked likely that travel 
out of London would soon be restricted because of Covid-19, the weather looked as if it’d be amazing, and I hadn’t been to Somerset since my sister and I had scattered our 
parents ashes there in May last year.  But a deeper ‘well being’ issue was that this is one of the places in the world that I really love, and for reasons that are almost 
impossible to explain fully or logically.  In the image above, taken in the Brue valley to the west of the town, and looking west, there is an operating railway line on the left on 
its way to the far west of England.  When I was a child, there was another railway in this view too that has been dug up: it ran along the line of the hedge in the foreground.    



 
 

After the winter’s heavy rain, the River Brue and its tributaries were full, and the water was almost wholly a silty brown colour.  The fields were very wet and I stuck almost 
entirely to what the OS 5th Edition 1” maps called ‘metalled’ roads.  I totalled 21 km on foot during the day and afterwards felt that my cheeks were rosy and warm.   
 

Bruton is in the middle of a highly productive dairy agricultural area.  Holstein cattle are, as my great-grandmother used to say, like pieces of Dresden china scattered across 
the countryside: it is a fine simile.  There were, in fact, few cattle grazing in fields this week which was perhaps a sign of the waterlogged conditions.  Generations of farmers, 
cowherds, dairymen and cheese-makers have been family friends.  OK, the tanks of the well-known cheese-maker, Wyke Farms, visible in this image, are a bit of … err, a lot 
of … an eyesore, but remember that this is a working landscape.   
 



 
 

Although this is a highly productive farming area, it is not devoid of wildlife.  On my trip this week, I saw (just here, in fact) a balletic pair of mewing buzzards giving each other 
‘the glad eye’, who were later in a bit of a scrap with carrion crows and, elsewhere, heard woodpeckers calling and drumming, saw blurred songbirds – or ‘brown jobs’ as we 
often call them in a very technical way – flitting through my vision, and emerging insects including a beautiful and very unexpectedly early brimstone butterfly.  There is a small 
colony of red kites here but, this week, I saw none of them. 
 

I was not wholly alone in the countryside and a number of walkers, some with their well-behaved and friendly dogs, crossed my path.  Every person commented on the 
amazing weather we were being able to enjoy. 



 
 

Bruton is located in the Brue Valley where, at the western edge of the town, the oolite limestone of the south-eastern edge of the Mendips Hills runs out into the Somerset 
Levels, the famous flat marshland that borders the Severn Estuary.  These hills (seen above) are the last remnants of the calcareous outcrop.   
 



 
 

Looking the other way from near the last image, here we see the flat Levels landscape squeezed in the view from the Brue Valley.  Oh, on a bright spring morning, the 
celandines, primroses and daffodils look so striking, and so familiar to me from many of my family Easter holidays in this part of the world half a century ago.  A little poser: 
look very carefully and, on the horizon in this image, you can see the icon of a famous music festival.   

 
 
 



      
 

      
 

Ugh oh: it’s railway time!  Look, the only thing I’m going to say about this is that – amazingly – in 50 years of photographing trains at these locations, I can’t remember the 
lineside being so open.  Even when I first started railway photography, steam had only been gone for about a decade and the line was more overgrown than it is now.  On the 
other hand, frankly, the vegetation looks as though it’s growing very abundantly, and time may be running out … again.   



   

  
 

The new class 800 inter-city stock on the British network is derived from the Hitachi ‘A-train’ family.  I think it’s rather pretty, comfy, roomy and nippy, particularly when it’s 
under electric (as opposed to diesel) power.  An example is seen here at Westbury, where I changed trains from one from Bruton onto a fast train to Paddington.  I admit that 
my railway photography is highly influenced by that of Ivo Peters and Mike Esau; both great exponents from the steam era.  This is definitely an Esau-influenced image.   



 
 

Leaving Westbury on the way to London, the railway passes the northern edge of a vast plain of chalk hills.  Here we see the scarp face, looking a bit reminiscent of Ayer’s 
Rock in Australia. 
 

Last, it’s time for the train performance (overleaf).  The two main logs that I made are in the annex.  In my haste to book my tickets the day before I travelled, I hadn’t noticed 
that the line to the southwest via Lavington and Somerton is currently temporarily closed between Castle Cary and Cogload Jct and trains are running to a different timetable.  
But, oh, if only we could bank on such punctuality every day?  Look, the train back to London was soporific.  But hey, in spite of some really lack-lustre running, we were on 
time at Paddington, which isn’t something I often seem to say when I arrive there.  And the sun was still shining as we pulled into the terminus ...   
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Date 16-Mar-20 Great Western Railway       

Train 09:04 London Paddington - Castle Cary      

Units 800.026       

  243 tonnes tare; 250 tonnes gross (1/5)         

       

Miles Timing point Act time/punctuality Time 
Ave 

Speed 
Act 

Speeds Notes 

0.00 PADDINGTON 09:04 (T) 0:00:00 - -/41/30/51/39 elec 

5.55 Ealing Broadway   0:06:04 54.9  110/125 RBT 

8.93 Southall   0:07:47 118.0  120/123   

13.08 West Drayton   0:09:50 121.5  122   

18.29 Slough   0:12:25 121.1  120/123   

24.09 Maidenhead   0:15:18 120.7  117/113/124   

30.86 Twyford   0:18:42 119.6  121   

35.83 READING 09:27/09:29 (T/T) 0:23:11 66.4  -   

1.78 Southcote Jct   0:02:44 39.0  sr60/98   

5.33 Theale   0:05:16 84.1  82/75/98   

8.81 Aldermaston   0:07:40 87.2  97/sr90 check? 

13.60 Thatcham   0:10:41 95.2  956/98/84 sr 

17.13 Newbury   0:12:58 92.6  92/105 diesel 

22.65 Kintbury   0:16:17 99.9  sr84/87   

25.56 Hungerford   0:18:31 78.2  sr70 sr 

30.45 Bedwyn   0:21:56 85.8  96/sr67 sr 

34.14 Savernake   0:24:50 76.3  80/97 sr 

39.36 PEWSEY 09:58/10:00 (1E/T) 0:29:13 71.5  -   

3.56 Woodborough   0:03:30 61.1  96/106/sr86   

11.61 Lavington   0:08:25 98.2  100/109 sr 

19.23 Heywood Rd Jct   0:13:27 90.7  sr45'-   

20.24 WESTBURY 10:16 (1E) 0:15:57 24.2  76/91   

       
Average speeds           

Paddington - Reading 35.83 miles 92.7  mph   

Ealing Broadway - Twyford 25.31 miles 120.2  mph   

Reading - Pewsey 39.36 miles 80.8  mph   

Aldermaston - Kintbury 13.84 miles 96.4  mph   

Pewsey - Westbury 20.24 miles 76.1  mph   

Woodborough - Heywood Rd Jct 15.66 miles 94.4  mph   

       
 
  



Date 16-Mar-20 Great Western Railway       

Train 16:27 Castle Cary - London Paddington      

Unit 800.014       

  243 tonnes tare; 250/255 tonnes gross (5/5)         
       

Miles Timing point Act time/punctuality Time Ave Speed 
Act 

Speeds 
Notes 

0.00 WESTBURY 16:47 (T) 0:00:00 - - diesel 

1.01 Heywood Rd Jct  0:02:29 24.4  33   

7.61 Lavington  0:08:59 60.9  91/sr88   

15.66 Woodborough  0:14:19 90.6  94   

19.23 PEWSEY 17:05/17:06 (2L/3L) 0:17:20 70.9  -   

5.22 Savernake  0:05:28 57.3  77/78/sr68   

8.91 Bedwyn  0:08:32 72.1  8/87 sr 

13.80 Hungerford  0:12:10 80.7  sr71/68   

16.86 Kintbury  0:14:44 71.6  73/83 sr 

22.24 NEWBURY 17:26/17:27 (5L/6L) 0:19:58 61.6  -/89/86   

3.53 Thatcham   0:03:37 58.5  88/92/sr83 electric 

8.31 Aldermaston  0:06:51 88.8  87/91 sr 

11.80 Theale  0:09:12 89.0  88   

15.35 Southcote Jct  0:11:59 76.5  sr53/sigs   

17.13 READING 17:44/17:45 (6L/3L) 0:16:55 21.6  - sigs 

4.96 Twyford  0:03:52 77.0  99/122   

11.74 Maidenhead  0:07:37 108.4  116113   

17.54 Slough  0:10:31 120.0  124   

22.75 West Drayton  0:13:04 122.6  114/113/124   

26.90 Southall  0:15:10 118.6  123/124   

30.28 Ealing Broadway  0:16:56 114.6  89/sigs   

35.83 PADDINGTON 18:10 (1E) 0:25:13 40.2  - sigs (call on) 

        

Average speeds           

Westbury - Pewsey 19.23 miles 66.5  mph   

Pewsey - Newbury 22.24 miles 66.8  mph   

Newbury - Reading 17.13 miles 60.7  mph   

Reading - Paddington 35.83 miles 85.2  mph   

Twyford - Ealing Broadway 25.31 miles 116.2  mph   
       
       

 
 
 
 


