NEWS

Bala Lake opts for tramway
crossing option to reach town
By Robin Jones
PRESERVATION powerhouse Julian
Birley has announced the final choice
of the route of the planned green and
brownfield extension of the Bala Lake
Railway into the heart of the town.
Instead of using the former trackbed
of the long-closed GWR route to Blaenau

Ffestiniog, and building a new bridge to
cross the River Dee, it is proposed to take
the heritage line across the B4391 bridge
tramway style, in a similar fashion to the
West Highland Railway’s road crossing
at Porthmadog.
Plans to extend the 2ft gauge line
into the town centre would generate at
least an extra £1.5 million a year for the

local economy, by making it a must-stop
tourist destination once more, it has
been claimed.
Julian, chairman of the Bala Railway
Trust, and a pivotal figure in the North
Norfolk Railway’s introduction of
steam trains from Sheringham to
Cromer following the reinstatement
of the Station Road level crossing, has,

as previously reported in Heritage
Railway, been working on the £2 million
extension plan for two years, in a bid
to give the BLR a far more visible and
meaningful destination.
Its present terminus half a mile away
on the opposite side of the river has
been long criticised as difficult to find
and out of sight of tourists who pass
through the town on the A494 heading
to the coast, seeing no reason to break
their journey there.

Key piece of land

The trust has now bought a key piece of
land for the extension to accommodate
the planned new platforms.
It is now raising the capital for the
£85,000 needed to buy the station
site itself, opposite the car park in Aran
Street. It is hoped to have trains running
into Bala in 2020.
A new economic impact assessment
report by consultant John Pritchard
concluded:“Bala is a key part of the
tourism hub in South Gwynedd – a fact
recognised by the response of the local
community/businesses to this study.
“At the centre of the town’s growing
appeal is the lake – and the role of BLR
in highlighting its attractiveness is not to
be underestimated.

The planned new route of the Bala Lake Railway into the heart of Bala. BALA LAKE RAILWAY TRUST

Mark’s a brick!
By Hugh Dougherty

MEET Mark Cranston, a 52-year-old
policeman from Jedburgh in the
Scottish Borders, who started collecting
historic bricks in 2011.
He won a Scottish Heritage Angels
Award in 2016 for his work of sourcing,
recording and preserving historic bricks
that would otherwise have remained
as the unsung heroes of the industrial
revolution. Now, he says, there’s a railway
connection, and he’s looking to readers
to help him find out more.
“Bricks fascinate me,” said Mark.“There
were once around 1000 brickworks
in Scotland alone, and the majority of
them were to be found near coal mines
as the clay used in brickmaking was also
common near coal mines.
“My earliest brick dates from 1849
when the railway era was just getting
underway, and literally thousands
of bricks made their way by rail to
customers, as most brickworks were rail
connected.
“Brick transport was big business for
the railway companies and, eventually,
they evolved special shock-proof
wagons, which were not to be loose
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shunted, which allowed bricks to reach
their customers without breakages.”
Bricks were extensively used in railway
construction, being found to this day
in Victorian stations, tunnels, bridges,
locomotive sheds and railway cottages,
while some companies, such as the
LNER, insisted on their initials being
stamped on bricks made for them by
Scottish brickworks.
Pride of place in Mark’s collection is a
firebrick make in Glenboig brickworks,
and stamped FCCA. It was made for the
British-owned 5ft 6in gauge Ferrocarril
Central Argentino and exported to
South America for use in a railway
works foundry.
Mark’s collection includes several
firebricks and he’s especially keen to
hear from steam locomotive enthusiasts
and operators with information on the
firebricks used in firebox brick arches.
“Making firebricks was a very scientific
part of the brickmaking process,” said
Mark.“Companies employed scientists
to work out the optimum mix of
clay, silica and alumna to be used to
allow firebricks to have as long a life
as possible in the white hot heat of
locomotive fireboxes and in iron and

Mark Cranston with his collection of historic bricks. HUGH DOUGHERTY
steel work smelters.The firebrick is the
unsung hero of the industrial revolution
and of the railway age. Without it, there
would have been no steam locomotives
nor even the rails they ran on, so vital
was the firebrick to the railway and
metal working industries.”
Mark already has a Dubs stamped
brick in his collection, and he’s keen to
hear from anyone with knowledge of
other locomotive builders who had their
firebricks customised, while he’s equally
keen to hear from today’s locomotive

operators for their experiences of
firebricks today, how they’re sourced,
how long they last in service and if the
technology behind them has advanced
from Victorian times.
“After all,” he smiled.“No brick arch, no
Flying Scotsman in steam! If any readers
can help, I would love to hear from
them and my collection is open to view
by appointment.”
Mark can be contacted at
markcranston1962@gmail.com and his
website is www.scottishbrickhistory.co.uk
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“Access to/from the BLR in Bala town
itself is currently very poor and has
precluded this‘attraction’playing a fuller
part in the local economy – certainly
from the perspective of Bala town.
“A survey of users confirmed this and
therefore set into context the proposals
by BLR to improve the access and appeal
of the BLR extension into Bala through
a £2 million development that would
provide a stunning perspective across
LlynTegid, which is thought would be
amongst the most idyllic in the UK.
“This economic impact assessment
forecasts that the value of this
development locally would be near
£700,000 and 10 full-time one-year jobs
plus nine other jobs supported during
the building phase and an increase
of £420,000 of local expenditure per
annum through a projected net increase
of around 30,000 visitors to the area.
“A conservative estimate would
indicate that the post-project operations
would be supporting 12 full-time jobs
in the Bala area. Moreover, the major
contribution of the development
would be to enhance the appeal of the
whole area that could allow the town to
develop other key leisure facilities, help
extend the season beyond the current
levels, create a much wider appeal to
those infirm or disabled to enjoy the
delights of the lake without fear of
accidents or having to negotiate difficult
access to the town/station and create
a far more convincing link to the town
(and indeed other paths and trails).
“The proposals therefore present Bala
and its surrounding villages an exciting
opportunity to build on the momentum

that is slowly gathering in this largely
‘overlooked’area of Gwynedd.”
Julian said:“Crossing the river is
the biggest hurdle we encounter in
extending the railway into the town of
Bala.”

Proposal is viable

“We have commissioned a highways
agency to look at the possibility of doing
what we want to do in the plan and this
has now been done. Paid for by one of
our supporters at a cost of £6500 this
report demonstrates that the proposal
is viable to run the railway down the
road as a tramway and with this in mind
the agency is now consulting with
the county’s highways department.
By adopting this plan, £1 million will
be saved in engineering works.There
will be no need to encroach onto the
Special Site of Scientific Interest and it
will add a novelty to the route that has
been met with great support by the
local residents.
“By having the railway cross the bridge
as a tramway it will also serve to slow the
traffic down approaching the town.”
Trust officials have held talks with
Natural ResourcesWales as to how best
to build the railway along the northern
end of the lake.
Julian added:“This is important so
as to still provide walkers and cyclists
with their own route but also to visitors
to see and appreciate one of the finest
views from a train anywhere in the
United Kingdom.”
A Gwynedd Council spokesman said:
“Gwynedd Council were approached
regarding the initial design some
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time ago, however we have not as yet
been consulted regarding the revised
designs.We would be happy to discuss
the matter with the developers.”

Trawsfynydd branch: first section
at Blaenau Ffestiniog now all clear
TRAWSFYNYDD branch revivalists have completed the
clearance of a 220-yard section of the mothballed line at
Blaenau Ffestiniog.
Fourteen working days since September 24 have seen
the length from the end of the main line at Blaenau
Ffestiniog station to Cwm Bowydd road crossing
cleared of trees and bushes and all of the litter removed.
Repairs to the Victorian drainage system have also been
effected, where over the years the pipe has become
blocked or damaged.
Work now moves on to Maentwrog Road yard. In
the past explosives were transhipped from the Cookes
explosive works in Penrhyndeudraeth to Maentwrog
Road for onward movement on the national rail

network, due to the temporary closure of Barmouth
Bridge to locomotives after the discovery of marine
shipworm damage to the wooden pillars under the
bridge in 1980.
This work that allowed the addition of extra sidings
and the retention of the goods shed at Maentwrog
Road, all of which will be restored and repaired and
the yard used as the main operating base for the new
Trawsfynydd & Blaenau Ffestiniog Railway operation.
The group was formed in July 2016 to initially reinstate
rail traffic over the 6½ miles of redundant railway from
Blaenau Ffestiniog to Trawsfynydd Lake, the much
longer-term aim being to restore the GWR line back to
Bala Junction.

➜ Anyone who wants to support
the appeal to buy the proposed
Bala station site is invited to visit
www.balalakerailwaytrust.org.uk

Steam freight returns
to Darjeeling railway
FREIGHT trains have returned to India’s
British-built Darjeeling Himalayan Railway
after an absence of 36 years.
German tour company Tanago chartered
the legendary 2ft gauge line’s long-disused
freight wagons for a series of steam-hauled
trips from November 14-26.
While the DHR was once the main freight
artery of the district, carrying essential
goods, mail and other commodities from the
plains to the hills and products, including
tea, oranges, ginger and cardamom from
the hills to the plains, the freight service was
discontinued in 1980.

Lying idle

The northern-most section of the mothballed Trawsfynydd branch sees daylight again following the mass
clearance of years of vegetation by volunteers. TBFR
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Tanago’s Peter Patt said:“When we came
to Darjeeling last year, we found out that
the freight wagons were lying idle in the
Tindharia workshop. We approached the
DHR to charter the trains.
“The DHR gave a green signal and assured
us that they will make five goods wagons
operational. It’s a very proud moment for us,
as we are the first group to put the freight
train back on track after 35 years.”
The charter trip drew more than 30
international enthusiasts.
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