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WELCOME! 
 

 A warm welcome to all new members of Combe Rail! As of 4th April 2016, membership stands at 88, with 

new supporters joining each week. This is a remarkable achievement for the four months we've been in operation, 
and testifies to the great affection in which the Ilfracombe-Barnstaple railway is still held. Combe Rail was set up 
to "preserve the heritage" of this railway, and we already have several exciting plans in place (see below.) This 
newsletter, The Devon Belle, will also play its part in preserving the line's heritage, by collecting and publishing 
YOUR articles, histories, memories and photographs. Two recent Facebook groups Railway to Ilfracombe…in 
Pictures and Reversing Beeching - The Ilfracombe Line have produced a treasure-trove of photos and 
recollections - but as is often the way with Facebook, many photos are uncredited, and interesting information can 
be spread across separate threads. The Devon Belle will be the first regular (quarterly) periodical about the line, 
and all articles will be indexed, to create an ever-growing reference work. If you have memories to share, photos, 
or even an article for publication, send them to us at info@combe-rail.org.uk 
 

NEWS 
GIFT AID PLEA 
 

If you are a UK income tax payer, we can reclaim 25% of your annual membership subscription from HMRC. If 
you have not already made a Gift Aid declaration (and this will apply to the great majority of members who paid 
via PayPal) you can download a form here. Please scan or photograph your signed declaration, and email it to 
info@combe-rail.org.uk. This will save us using Combe Rail's valuable funds sending out forms and SAEs later 
on. Many thanks! 
 
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 
 

The first AGM of Combe Rail CIO will take place on Saturday 10th September 2016 in The Lantern, High Street, 
Ilfracombe. The Great Hall will be open to the public from 10am-
1.30pm and Combe Rail trustees will be on hand to meet CR 
members and to talk to members of the public about our plans. The 
AGM itself will start at 2pm, and members who wish to attend are 
requested to bring ID (e.g. driving licence) in order to be admitted 
and to receive a ballot paper. Under UK charity law, all three current 
Trustees must stand down at this AGM, and may then stand for re-
election. The current Trustees are: Richard Heacock (Chair), Yvonne 
Hin (Secretary) and Dan Roche (Treasurer.) In addition, Combe Rail 
has two officers who are not Trustees: John Burch (Vice Chair) and 
Geoff Spong (Press Officer.) Members may stand for election to any 
of these posts. Members wishing to stand as a Trustee should check 
that they are eligible to do so here.  Nominations for willing 
candidates must be received in writing ℅ Membership Secretary, Flat 
5, Holly House, Avenue Rd ILFRACOMBE EX34 9AT by 10th August 
2016. Nominations should be signed by a proposer and seconder, both of whom are paid-up CR members. 
 
 
 
 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/688293321270335/?fref=nf
https://www.facebook.com/groups/688293321270335/?fref=nf
https://www.facebook.com/groups/rbilfracombe/
mailto:info@combe-rail.org.uk
http://www.combe-rail.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Combe-Rail-CIO-mship-form-2016.pdf
mailto:info@combe-rail.org.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/490837/trustee_declaration_v_8.pdf
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ILFRACOMBE MODEL RAILWAY SOCIETY EXHIBITION 
 

Combe Rail had a presence at IMRS exhibition in 
the Landmark Pavilion on Easter Saturday 26th 
March. Many thanks to IMRS secretary Dave 
Watts for inviting us. Thanks also to the members 
of the public who braved the Bank Holiday 
weather in order to enjoy the superb layouts. We 
had many interesting conversations with people 
who remembered the line, we sold 42 fridge 
magnet totems (available as "Ilfracombe", 
"Braunton" or "Barnstaple Town") and signed up 4 
new members. Highlights of the exhibition were 
IMRS' model of Barnstaple Town, and Burnham 
MRC's model of Ilfracombe station. 
 
Pictured: Dan Roche and Richard Heacock 
(Combe Rail) Janet Day and Mike Day  
(Tarka Rail Association) 

 
 

HERITAGE PROJECTS 
 
 
1) RAILWAY INTERPRETATION TRAIL 

 
Three railway information boards were installed on Cycle 
Path 27 in 2001 by the Northern Devon Coast and 
Countryside Service (precursor of today's Biosphere 
Service.) Of these, one at Willingcott has been removed, 
whilst two remain, at Ilfracombe and Lee Bridge. These 
boards, whilst attractive and informative, are showing 
signs of age. We have approached Biosphere Service 
and North Devon Council with a plan to supplement these 
boards with a guided Railway Interpretation Trail. A series 
of 10 video posts will be installed along the trackbed 
between Ilfracombe and Willingcott. Each post will carry a 
plaque with 1) brief information about the location and 2) 
a QR code which links to an evocative then-and-now 
video slideshow of that location. Sound recordings of 
steam and diesel trains will accompany the slideshow, 
bringing the scene instantly to life, and the commentary 
will feature railway recollections from the Ilfracombe 
Museum Oral History Project (1985.) Biosphere and NDC 
are very keen on this project and we are jointly 
investigating sources of funding. Illustrated is a mock-up 
video post plaque, and the QR code (try it, it works!) links 
to a demonstration video. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TuTJ5LyGikw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TuTJ5LyGikw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3P3SJUy9HFY
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2) SURVIVING RAILWAY INFRASTRUCTURE 
 

 
Much original railway infrastructure survives 
between Ilfracombe and Willingcott, including 
two "Exmouth Junction" prefabricated concrete 
permanent way huts, and the down distant 
signal post (illustrated, c.1960) at Slade 
reservoir. These will be restored in conjunction 
with the new Interpretation Trail, and durable 
seating (made from concrete railway sleepers) 
will be installed at suitable locations. 
Dependent on funding, it is also hoped to 
install a demonstration 30' track panel at some 
point on the notorious 1-in-36 Ilfracombe bank. 
 

 
 
3) ILFRACOMBE STATION STEPS 
 
Pedestrians used to approach Ilfracombe 
station via several flights of steps at the top 
of Station Road. Remarkably, these steps, 
the handrails, and the 1930's Southern 
railway lampposts (complete with lamp 
shades) still survive, hidden by 
undergrowth on land belonging to the Pall 
factory which now occupies the station site. 
We have approached Pall for permission to 
restore these steps, and have 
commissioned an artist's impression (right.)  
 
Whilst the steps will probably need to 
remain inaccessible to the public behind 
Pall's security fence for the time being, 
their restoration will make a fitting tribute to 
the important station which once stood 
there, an attractive gateway to today's 
popular cycle trail, and an attractive 
approach to Pall's own premises. 

 
 
Two concrete posts also survive, which 
used to carry a large "Ilfracombe Station" 
sign and notice board. We will commission 
a new sign to serve as a tribute to the 
former station and as a welcome to Cycle 
Route 27: 
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4) HERITAGE LINE 
 
This will be a harder and longer-term project than the restoration projects above, but it remains our ultimate goal. 
The first question is where? Much of the trackbed has been redeveloped as cycle path (Cycle Route 27 from 
Ilfracombe to Willingcott, and Tarka Trail from Braunton to Barnstaple) whilst the remaining stretch between 
Braunton and Willingcott is in multiple, private ownership and has been built upon. The most promising starting 
location looks to be from Chivenor Cross towards Pottington, where there are several miles of double-track 
railway formation, which could accommodate a single-track standard gauge line alongside the Tarka Trail cycle 
path. Our investigations are in the early stages, but what we need most urgently is some expert support: if you 
have professional experience of or expertise in: planning, surveying, civil engineering, local government, law, 
conveyancing, finance, accounting, grant applications etc etc - even if you live at some distance and can only offer 
support by email - we want to hear from you! 
 
 

PHOTOS AND MEMORIES 

 
 
This photo was sent in by John Baddick of 
Ilfracombe. It shows his father, Ray Baddick 
(3rd from L) and Station Master Charlie 
Stevens (far R) at Woolacombe and 
Mortehoe station in about 1960. Can you 
name either of the other two, or provide any 
further information?  
 
Do you have a photo of the railway, which we 
could publish in Devon Belle? Email it to us, 

along with any interesting background 
information, to info@combe-rail.org.uk 
 
 
 
 

mailto:info@combe-rail.org.uk
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THE NORTH DEVON RAILWAY CO. LTD. BY MICHAEL BROCKINGTON 
 
Combe Rail member Michael Brockington recalls his long association with the railways of North Devon, and his 
close involvement with the 1973-75 attempt to preserve the Ilfracombe line.  

 
My first visit to North Devon was in September 1935, when as a young child I went with my parents, who were 
staying in Minehead, on a day trip to Lynton and Lynmouth. My father wanted me to walk up the hill from Lynton to 
see the Lynton and Barnstaple railway, before it closed that month, but I was so fascinated by the Cliff Railway, I 
refused, a decision I have regretted, ever since. My next visit was with my late wife to Ilfracombe, the first of many 
holidays in the 1950’s early 60’s. We used to travel on the Summer Saturdays only through train from Birmingham 
Snow Hill via Stratford-upon-Avon, the Taunton - Barnstaple line and reversing in Barnstaple Victoria Road. In 
later years the trains used the avoiding line direct to Barnstaple junction and thence to Ilfracombe. The through 
train from Birmingham to Ilfracombe was withdrawn after 1966. We used to have a holiday runabout ticket and on 
one occasion visited Bude, changing at Crediton, and returning via Halwill junction and Bideford. Unfortunately, 
somewhere near Petrockstow, the one coach steam train ran into some pigs on the line, killing one, which delayed 
the train, so we missed the connection at Barnstaple junction and had to return to Ilfracombe by bus. It was quite 
amusing that the firemen blamed the driver for the accident, claiming that he was taking a bend too fast. In 1962 
we bought a static caravan at Mortehoe, which became our holiday base for the rest of the 1960’s. During that 
time we saw British Rail attempting to retain the Barnstaple - Ilfracombe line by making substantial cuts, in 
singling the whole line on 17th. December 1967 (see attached cutting). Sadly the cuts were not enough and the 
Ilfracombe line finally closed on 5th. October 1970, the last train departing on 3rd. October. 
 
I was extremely pleased that on 17th. February 1973 the North Devon Railway Co.Ltd., was set up, together with 
a Preservation Society to try to reopen the Ilfracombe line, and I was one of the many people who invested in the 
company. However, I did not know, at the time, that with the British Rail asking price of £ 502,000, which had 
been increased from the original quote of £ 315,000, it was never likely to succeed, particularly as with two 
flotation attempts only £16,216 was raised, with most of this amount being swallowed up by a so-called fund 
raising company called ‘Words in Action’, headed by the late Bernard Van Dieren and the North Devon Railway 
Co. Ltd. was wound up in January 1978. (see attached cutting). In 1973 Sir Gerald Nabarro was appointed 
President of the Preservation Society and Chairman of the Limited Company. However, Sir Gerald, who 
suggested that the Ilfracombe line would be the“best of the lot" of Heritage Railways, sadly died on 18th. 
November, the same year, at the early age of 60. Had Sir Gerald survived beyond that time, events may have 
been entirely different, we shall never know. British Rail ran a special train over the Ilfracombe branch on 
Wednesday 26th. February 1975 to assess the condition of the track, for a possible restoration of passenger 
services. The train consisted of a single coach engineers saloon, hauled by a Class 25 locomotive. However, it 
was not to be.  
 
Following this, I was in contact with the late E.J.C. Daniel (John), who was 
Secretary of the Preservation Society and a Director of the Limited 
Company, to ask what could be done to try to rescue the scheme. Having 
identified a source of finance, we had a meeting with a Councillor at Devon 
County Council, in Exeter, who held the Transport portfolio. His attitude 
was that there were already two heritage railways in Devon and basically 
that his Council was not interested, in spite of the fact, as we pointed out, 
that both heritage railways were in South Devon, and that there were none 
in North Devon. We also suggested that instead of terminating trains at the 
old Barnstaple Junction, trains should continue to Barnstaple Town station, 
which was closer to the town centre, but this was rejected. We did have a 
suggestion from Lord Park that the Ilfracombe line should be reopened as 
a narrow gauge, with the same gauge as the Lynton and Barnstaple 
Railway, but this was not pursued. We then spoke to the then North Devon 
M.P., Jeremy Thorpe, who agreed to support the late rescue bid. It was 
rather interesting that Jeremy always seemed to end his conversations 
with the words ‘Good Hunting,’rather than 'Goodbye'!  
 
 
Again he, unfortunately, was ultimately unable to help. However, about this 
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time British Rail started lifting the track, which we tried to stop, but the British Rail Property Board, in Bristol, 
insisted on £ 20,000 being paid by 9.00 a.m. on the morning following my telephone call, which we were unable to 
do, at such short notice.  

 
 
 
We then tried to have Ilfracombe station and the River Taw bridge at 
Barnstaple, Grade II listed, but after due deliberation, both applications were 
thrown out. I also wrote to Pall Europe Limited, who by this time had acquired 
the Ilfracombe station site, to ask, if they could reserve part of their site for a 
heritage railway station, but this was refused. At this stage, sadly, we both 
reluctantly, had to give up. John Daniel had a large collection of photographs 
taken on the Ilfracombe line, many in colour. I wonder what happened to them.   
 
 
  
 
 
                  (cutting from Business Post,  January 1978)

 
 
 
BOOK LIST 
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Combe Rail member Gary Best has begun to compile a list of all available books about the railway. More titles 
will be added in future issues of Devon Belle. 
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