
Snapshot of a C Class: On the Main Line (the “Kent Coast”)! 

In the late ’50s, we were becoming very conscious of the impending demise of steam 
traction in Kent. The first phase, via the Chatham road to Ramsgate in 1959, was followed by 
the Ashford routes in 1961. One fine morning, I happened to be passing through Faversham 
on a train to Dover … and, just by chance, noticed a C class, readying for the 8:08 a.m. 
passenger train to Margate …Make mental note! 

Readers of Bluebell News will of course have seen the photographs of C class on page 26 
of the Winter 2018 issue. But they are rather stationary! Then there is Brian Lacey’s 
photograph—“See the C”—in the dock at Horsted and with the O1 in eNewsletter No. 172. 
And, in the museum at “the Park” you may see a video of a C class on passenger work, so the 
following tries to set down—in plain print—what it could be like “out the line”. And, of 
course, you can still do that, some days, in a train hauled by the O1 on the Railway. 

In the ’50s, the road from Faversham to Margate, and Ramsgate, was already familiar as 
a road with opportunity for a bit of “running”. So, in October 1958 I found No. 31255, a 
Faversham engine (the first of the class to be built), at the head of four Bulleid 34-tonners, 
135/140 tons all told. This working was no doubt a familiar exercise to the crew, but on a 
bright sunny morning there was all the atmosphere of novelty. After all, a C class on a 
mainline stopping train was probably a rarity at that date. However, as time was to tell, 
there were still a number of turns from Gillingham and Faversham sheds whereby these 
engines did get a chance of a crack at some “running”, as a relief from the more mundane 
freight work involved with the Medway Valley and the Sheerness branch. 

The schedule carried all the hallmarks of typical Southern scheduling. Tightly timed in the 
early stages, but with a minute or so to spare at the end. At Margate, 9 a.m., the engine, 
after shunting the ECS, ran on light to Ramsgate where it worked up on the 12:30 p.m. 
goods, another example of the leisureliness of those Kentish days. On Graveney Marsh we 
trundled along at about 45 m.p.h., this gave a loss of two minutes on the nine-minute 
schedule to Whitstable. Up the hill to Chestfield, and on to Heme Bay, it was just a matter of 
“holding their own”. From Herne Bay to Birchington, however …this stretch of line in 
particular always offered scope for a bit of “running”.  

After the climb, at about 1-in-93, to the Blacksole summit the similar descent of almost 
two miles to Reculver Marsh always helped to provide a bit of impetus. Nowadays (2019, 
say!) 90 m.p.h. is the norm along this stretch; in steam days you might get an 80 with a 
Standard Class 5 4-6-0 on the 8:35 a.m. down from Victoria (east of Chatham, that became a 
lightweight train of about six carriages).  

Digressing a bit, the “Birkenhead” east of Ashford was usually three carriages. I 
happened to be at Folkestone Junction just in time to photograph that train with this same C 
class, No. 31255, on 4 Aug., 1959. (In fact, I had seen D 31737, then recently returned from 
store at Tweedmouth in North East England, at Ashford Works that very morning, and the 



very next evening C class No. 31691 was seen at Swanley on an up goods off the Chatham 
route; that route had been electrified in June of that year!) 

So, coming back to “our” run on the 8:08 a.m. from Faversham, it was always the stretch 
east of Herne Bay that was going to be of most interest to our speedy C class, and I was not 
disappointed. We took exactly the 12 minutes allowed. Blacksole Summit (MP64¼, in 4m l7s) 
was topped at 25 m.p.h., and then we raced away down the bank to 60 mph. Across the 
marsh 15% cut-off—as the crew told me at Margate—and probably a full regulator kept the 
speed at just under 60 mph, gradually falling to 52 mph up the final rise before the engine 
was eased for the Birchington stop.  

A few rather exciting few moments! Given the right conditions, you just may enjoy a 
similar scenario on the 1-in-75 grades of the Bluebell Line, but at 25 mph! 

By Tony Davies 


