
THE RAILWAY


The railways in Britain grew during Victorian times from a means of just 
transporting coal to ports and local towns to a way of opening up the country to 
trade and wealth. There was intense competition between railway companies to 
improve communications between the major towns and cities of the country in 
order to access these new markets. One company, ‘The York, Newcastle and 
Berwick Railway’, planned and engineered an important link on the route between 
London and Edinburgh which opened in 1847. Due to alliances with other railway 
companies the London terminus at that time was Euston. 


The company’s route through Lesbury was influenced by the Duke of 
Northumberland and Lord Howick who both objected to the line passing too close 
to their estates, This necessitated the construction of the Robert Stephenson 
designed eighteen arch viaduct and a railway station at Lesbury, just to the north 
of the now A1068 Alnwick road, to serve the area. The presence of the number of 
labourers required to build the line would have had a significant impact on this 
small rural community. Lesbury station had a short life. Its only claim to fame was 
that in 1850 Queen Victoria alighted there to receive a ‘loyal address’ on her way to 
open the Border Bridge at Berwick. Today, the royal train occasionally stops on the 
loop line to the south of the current station so that meals can be enjoyed 
overlooking the views of Alnmouth. 


The opening of the branch line to Alnwick in 1850 with its junction with the main 
line south of the viaduct required a new station to be built. The old station was 
used as railway workers cottages until the 1950s and is now a private house.


This new station was named Bilton Junction until 1892. It was 303 miles from 
London and had three platforms, a goods shed with sidings and an engine shed. 
As an indication of its size, there were nine parallel railway tracks to the west of the 
current platform for northbound trains. The extensive station with a booking office 
and facilities such as refreshment rooms required a station master and staff such 
as booking office clerks and porters. The goods shed employed handlers, the 
engines required, drivers and firemen and the locomotives and the track required 
maintenance staff. At one stage nearly eighty people worked at the station, all 
managed by the station master. These employees needed accommodation. 
Cottages were built for them immediately to the west of the station, in South View 
and at Branch End. This last location, accessible only by footpath, was at the 
junction between the main line and the branch line to Alnwick. There was also a 
cottage for the level crossing keeper at Wooden. The increase in population made 
Hipsburn to the south of the station a thriving village with its own co-op store and 
a police house.for the local ’bobby’.


The 1881 census provides interesting information concerning the families who 
occupied the twenty or so cottages owned by the railway in the parish and hence, 
by naming occupations, the impact that the station had on local employment 
opportunities. The oldest resident and employee was the station master who was 
65 and the youngest was a 14 year old booking clerk. All listed employees were 



male except for the level crossing keeper at Wooden Gate. An employee had to 
have a family to obtain a cottage and there are instances of, in addition to the 
parents, these small dwellings being home to seven or eight children. It was the 
practice for young single men who worked at the station who didn’t live locally to 
board at the homes of other employees. Eight railway workers lived in Lesbury 
village and two in Alnmouth. Most of those listed were from Northumberland or 
Durham with only a few from other parts of the country. It must be assumed that 
other employees commuted from Alnwick and neighbouring villages. The roles of 
the staff listed in the census, from the engine drivers to those who maintained the 
track, that were required for the operation of the station estate changed little until 
the 1960s.


The terrace of cottages to the west of the station was demolished in 2009 and its 
site is now the access road to the Northumberland County Council station car 
park. There is now no trace of Branch End Cottages at the junction. 


In the early years of the twentieth century there were forty five passenger trains 
using the branch line to Alnwick (some to and from Newcastle) and there were 
regular stops on the mainline for trains between Edinburgh and London. In 1938 it 
took over seven hours for trains to reach the capital. Commuting to London was 
possible as until 1988 the Anglo-Scottish sleeper stopped at Alnmouth station. 


The station looking south in the early 1930s 
Note the extensive sidings, the engine shed and the now demolished 
railway cottages where the Northumberland C.C. car park is now located.



The engine shed had an allocation of up to eleven steam engines which handled, 
in addition to Alnwick passenger trains (and until 1953 onward to Cornhill), local 
freight services including those that transported coal from the Shilbottle colliery to 
the Amble staithes for transfer to seagoing colliers. One of its pre-war allocation of 
locomotives, having spent its early years on express passenger trains and its 
twilight years on the Alnwick branch, Worsdell D21 number 1721, is now preserved 
at the National Railway Museum.


The station has been the scene of criminal activity. For example, in 1911 a porter 
at the station, seeing blood, discovered the body of John Nisbett under the seat of 
a carriage compartment on the 1208 train from Newcastle. He had been shot five 
times in the head and investigations discovered that he was a wages clerk carrying 
£370 to be paid to the workers of a local coal mine. The police arrested John 
Dickman for the murder who was tried, found guilty and hanged at Morpeth in 
August of that year. The money was never found.


Several minor railway accidents have also occurred at the station including in 1948 
a collision between two goods trains which resulted in a load of seed potatoes on 
their way south being deposited on the track. The locals must have had a good 
crop that year!


Ken Middlemist, a Hipsburn resident spent most of his life working at the station. 
His father was an Alnmouth engine driver and he spent his infant years living in one 
of the now demolished cottages to the west of the station. He worked most of his 
life emulating his father - first as a fireman and then as an engine driver. The work 
was hard. A steam engine needs three to four hours preparation before it can be 
employed. It requires skill to get the fire to the right temperature and the boiler 
needs hours to reach an operating pressure. Lubrication and checks have to be 
undertaken and the tender loaded with coal and thousands of gallons of water. For 
an early shift such preparation was conducted usually outside and at at night. In 
winter the temperature could be below freezing. Once in operation the engine’s fire 
needed continuous coal to maintain the boiler’s temperature and pressure. Ken 
recalls that as a fireman he would shovel several tons of coal from the engine’s 
tender into the firebox in a single day’s shift.


Hipsburn was a strong community. Ken can still name past and present residents 
of the village, their employment  and the houses they lived in. Virtually all residents 
originated from local towns and villages.


Apart for a name change to Alnmouth in 1892 little of significance changed at the 
station until 1966 when steam power used for the Alnwick trains was replaced by 
diesel multiple units. This branch line was the last in the North East to use steam 
engines and attracted many railway enthusiasts. Ken was a fireman on the last day 
of steam operation.


Although the branch line to Alnwick was economically viable the cost of a bridge 
over the new A1 bypass in the town meant that the branch was closed two years 



later and the extensive railway site at Alnmouth was reduced to just two platforms. 
Most of the station buildings were demolished in 1979.




Electrification of the line in the 1990s brought faster services accompanied by 
modernisation of the station and lengthening of platforms. The 2006 refurbishment 
resulted in the limited facilities on the platform serving south bound trains and just 
two shelters on the opposite platform. This once-thriving community of railway 
workers now consists of staff employed for the remaining signal box, booking 
office and the despatch of trains.


Privatisation of the railways in 1993 meant that the running of the station was 
handled by a succession of private companies. The prime users of the station 
(2020) are LNER with its services between Edinburgh and London and Cross 
Country trains with services from Scotland to the South West. These companies 
maintain approximately an hourly service between Newcastle (30 minutes) and 
Edinburgh (an hour). Most direct trains take three hours forty minutes to reach 
London enabling meetings to be attended in the capital without an overnight stay. 
Usage data for the year, 2018-2019, from the Office of Rail and Road shows a total 
of 344,602 passengers either entered or left the station.


The branch line to Alnwick is being restored by the Aln Valley Railway Trust. This 
heritage line with steam trains has, from a new station on the outskirts of Alnwick, 
already reached Greennrigg (2020) just over a mile from its planned terminus 
adjacent to the mainline station. 


The Flying Scotsman passing through in the late 1970s



Alnmouth station’s increasing use by commuters and tourists in recent years has 
influenced the changing demographics of the parish. No longer are the houses 
occupied mainly by those employed locally but increasingly by commuters and 
retirees who appreciate the convenience that an accessible main line station 
provides.
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