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Railways 

Catching the 
train bug
Christian Wolmar on 
the rising popularity 
of rail travel in Britain
There is a paradox in the British attitude 
towards the railways. On the one hand, 
trains are the great Aunt Sally, a reposi-
tory of complaints ranging from ageing 
carriages to overcrowding. Indeed, no boss 
would question an employee who gives 
train delay as an excuse for turning up late.

On the other, people just keep flocking 
on to the lines. Despite ticket prices going 
up by one per cent above inflation annu-
ally for the past decade according to a gov-
ernment formula, the numbers travelling 
by train have almost doubled in that time 
and the increase shows no sign of abating, 
with a near five per cent rise during 2012 
despite the economic gloom. 

This sustained growth is, in fact, bucking 
a long-term trend that goes back to the 
early days of rail travel. Railway usage used 
to only grow in the good times, falling back 
during recessions. Now, it seems, nothing 
can stop the onward rush.

The privatized train operators like to 
claim credit for this, but have done little 

to influence demand beyond marketing 
cheap advance fares. Instead, the rise is 
due to several long-term factors that have  
encouraged people on to the trains and, 
in some cases, out of their cars. Some are 
obvious such as the ability of London, 
where 70 per cent of rail journeys start or 
end, to maintain employment levels en-
suring the commuter lines remain full. 

Others are less obvious. For example, 
changes in the planning laws encouraged 
the development of brownfield sites 
which tend to be near railway stations. 
Similarly, as On the Move, a report com-
missioned by the RAC Foundation, 
shows, the reduction in allowances for 
running a company car has made rail a 
more attractive alternative. This type of 
passenger has also been keen to take  
advantage of their rail journey by working 
on their laptop, making use of free or 
cheap wi-fi. 

Youngsters too like the train. There is a 
push as well as a pull factor: the soaring 
cost of car insurance has led to a drop in 
teenagers taking the driving test which 
means many have little alternative to rail, 
while the Young Person’s Railcard cuts a 
third off the ticket price. 

As the RAC Foundation’s report high-
lights, any analysis of the shift in transport 
modes has to be broken down to smaller 
groups, classified by age, income, loca-
tion, job and so on. In some areas,  
notably London, car usage has peaked.  
Indeed, in the capital private car usage has 
been declining since 1998. In other areas, 

Last year, the first permanent railway 
was opened from the Uzbek border to 
Mazar-i Sharif, a short 75km stretch.  
Costing $165 million, this had the firm  
approval of the Americans, as it will help 
when Nato moves its heavy weaponry  
out of Afghanistan next year. It is also  
of help in bringing vital imports into  
Afghanistan. The geography of this moun-
tainous country is one obvious barrier,  
but experts say that, as long as the Hindu 
Kush range can be skirted, the engineering 
challenges are surmountable – at a cost. 
The big problem is confidence in the coun-
try’s stability.

Similarly, plans for a cross-Caucasus line 
via Georgia into eastern Turkey are bedev-
illed by the enmity between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan and by the long closure of  
Armenia’s land border with Turkey.  

All these schemes depend on vast  
investments, and most countries are look-
ing to China for finance. The Chinese have 
been lavish in their promises to help and 
whenever a minister visits the region, 
he tends to announce a new Chinese- 
sponsored rail project. The record is less  
impressive. China, for example, has made 
much of a so-called New Eurasian Land 
Bridge from Lianyungang in Jiangsu prov-
ince, through Kazakhstan, to Rotterdam 
– a distance of 11,870km. But the route is 
still unclear, and so far only a few special 
trains have been sent on circuitous jour-
neys to test the options.

Meanwhile, other regions are proposing 
transnational systems. Saudi Arabia is well 
advanced with a north-south line up to  the 
border with Jordan, with the eventual aim 
of linking up to Turkey via Syria. At the 
moment politics and war make that exten-
sion impossible. The kingdom has, never-
theless, begun another cross-country 
scheme from the Gulf to the Red Sea, 
which will include a high-speed stretch to 
Mecca and Medina. Altogether, the Saudis 
plan to spend $45 billion (£28 billion) on 
7,000km of new railway. But a new Middle 
East network would still find difficulty 
linking in with any new Iron Silk Road. 

Perhaps, in the end, like the old caravan 
routes, there will be a multiplicity of  
options, all broadly connecting the East 
and the West. Until the politics and the 
economies of the region can be better 
aligned, however, piecemeal progress is all 
that can be expected. 

Michael Binyon is a former diplomatic 
editor of The Times London’s King’s Cross station is handling more passengers despite higher fares
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top 10 tRain jouRneys
Davos, Switzerland – Tirano, Italy  
At 20km per hour, the Bernina Express 
navigates 196 bridges, 55 mountain 
tunnels and climbs to 2253 metres over 
the Albula pass to St. Moritz. 
Journey time: 4 hours
From £56 one way

Pretoria – Cape Town, South Africa
The Blue Train, with its marble-tiled, 
gold-plumbed bathrooms and personal 
butlers, goes past sunflower farms, 
waterfalls, desert and diamond mines
Journey time: 27 hours
From £886 one way

Adelaide – Darwin, Australia 
Named after the Afghan camel trains 
that pioneered routes through the 
outback, the Ghan travels 2,980 
kilometres across desert, vineyards, 
mountains and gorges.
Journey time: 50 hours
From £1,020

Cuzco – Machu Picchu, Peru 
Along the 80km route you plunge from 
one of the world’s highest cities into 
the sacred valley and then follow 
the Urubamba river along the canyon. 
You can slum it on the backpacker 
train, or take the Hiram Bingham, 
a copy of the 1920s Pullman carriages 
with fine dining.
Backpacker journey time: 80 minutes. 
From £22.50
Hiram Bingham journey time: 12 hours. 
From £240 one way 

Seattle – Los Angeles, USA 
The double-decker Coast Starlight 
offers views across the West Coast’s 
spectacular scenery, while dishing 
up gourmet meals.
Journey time: 35 hours
From £80

Beijing – Lhasa, Tibet 
The Lhasa Express climbs 5,000 metres 
on its 4,064-km trek, and temperatures 
plummet so drastically that the water 
in the lavatories is heated to stop it 
freezing. The world’s highest track, 
with much of it lain over permafrost.
Journey time: 47 hours
From £30

Glasgow – Mallaig, Scotland 
The train goes along Loch Lomond’s 
banks and Ben Nevis before crossing 
the 30-metre high viaduct that the 
Hogwart’s Express made famous anew. 
Rannoch Moor is so inhospitable that 
no roads cross it and track had to be 
balanced on tree roots, earth and ashes. 
Journey time: 5 hours 15 minutes
From £15.70 one way

Siliguri – Darjeeling, India 
The steam train chugs along this line 
that is now a World Heritage Site. 
Views en route are of the Himalayas, 
tea gardens, teak forests and the world’s 
third highest peak, Kanchenjunga.
Journey time: 7 hours
From £40 1st class

Bangkok, Thailand – Singapore  
The Eastern & Oriental Express 
travels through Bangkok to Malaysia 
before crossing the causeway over the 
Straits of Johor to Singapore. The train 
has cherry wood-panelled cabins with 
a veranda-style observation deck.
Journey time: 3 nights
From £1,560 

Rocky Mountains, Canada 
There are three routes: Kicking Horse, 
Yellowhead and Fraser Discovery. 
Dome-car day trains, hotels at night.
Journey time: 11 days
From £570  

there is still some growth, particularly in 
rural areas ill-served by public transport. 
Nevertheless, the overall effect has been 
an unprecedented rise in rail use. 

However, not all is rosy. While these 
explain some of the growth, much is unac-
counted for and railway managers fear it 
could end abruptly. That would throw the 
railway’s economics into chaos since in-
vestment plans, as ministers and rail man-
agers emphasize with great frequency, are 
the biggest since Victorian times, and any 
slowing down could put them in doubt. 

Indeed, while these are good times 
for the railways, there is an underlying 
problem which is the very high cost of  
operating them. Concern in the Depar-
tment for Transport about the level of 
costs led to the commissioning of a report 
by the former head of Short Brothers, Sir 
Roy McNulty, into the economics of the 
industry. He found that despite the steady 
and continued growth, the unit cost of 
running the railway has barely changed 
during this period, suggesting a pattern of 
underlying rising costs. Moreover, since 
the break-up of British Rail and privatiza-
tion, the subsidy to the industry has more 
than doubled, despite the huge rise in pas-
senger numbers which should have offset 
the expense of providing extra trains.  
McNulty suggested that this was because 
the industry is structurally inefficient and 
argued that savings of 30 per cent could 
be made by the end of the decade. Many 
rail insiders are sceptical that such drastic 
reductions are possible, arguing that 
much of the extra cost of the railway has 
been invested in order to cater for the  
extra passengers and future growth. 

Network Rail announced in January 
what would be its biggest improve- 
ment programme ever, seeking to spend 
£37 billion over five years from April 2014. 
That is predicated on continued growth 
and maintaining the same level of above-
inflation fares increases, as well as making 
considerable savings in line with the Mc-
Nulty report. In other words, delivering 
increased services and better reliability at 
a lower cost, a happy confluence that may 
not be achievable in reality. And if that 
investment is not forthcoming, there will 
be plenty of passengers in overcrowded 
trains who will be complaining even more 
vociferously than usual.

Christian Wolmar’s book on rail 
privatization, ‘On the Wrong Line’, 
has just become available as an e-book g
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