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There’s been too much happening 
recently to even consider recording 
everything in this edition - so I’ll just 
include a comment that Mike Stevens, 
recently posted on the support crew 
Whatsapp group chat.

Seven years of mainline came to an 
end yesterday with another fantastic 
‘Jubilee’ and support crew/crew 
performance. 

Can I thank each and every one 
of you who over this last ticket have 
stepped up, gone beyond and pushed 
the boundaries to make this happen. 

Its not one single thing that made it 
happen, it’s the complete team, year 
after year selling books, looking after 
accounts, painting, drawing, repairing, 
washing out, cleaning, shopping for the 
trips, topping up stores, cleaning pits, 
wiring, putting together paperwork 
and keeping records, training and 
managing the competence, meetings 
of various committees, and many other 
things not listed. 

It’s that old cliché ‘teamwork’ that’s 
made everything work well. Above 
all it’s the friendships that have been 
made and maintained; the glue that 
holds the lot together and that, I feel, 
is our biggest achievement.  

Well done each and every one of 
you for setting and maintaining such a 
standard that we can all be proud of. 

Mike Stevens

I don’t intend to say anymore - except 
thanks to everyone who is reading this 
Journal.  Each of you have made a 
difference.  Long may that difference 
be maintained.
Pete Skellon
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From the Chair

By the time that you are reading this 
report, Bahamas will have completed 
its final tour on the mainline for some 
considerable time.  As the previous 
lottery-funded work was the most 
thorough our loco has had, it means 
that the forthcoming overhaul should 
not be anything like as lengthy as the 
last one. However, as you are well 
aware, this last 12 months have been 
particularly challenging for we have 
not been able to run on the mainline 
as much as we would have wished. 

Fortunately, we have been able to 
arrange a number of excursions with 
Vintage Trains and we have been 
really pleased to be working with them 
again. As the overhaul is going to be 
carried out by Tyseley Locomotive 
Works, we will be spending quite some 
time with our friends in Birmingham. 

The loss of revenue due to the 
lack of main line opportunity has, of 
course, been of some concern, but 
fortunately, with the dedication of 
the loco support team, we have been 
able to take Bahamas to a number of 
preserved railways including Severn 
Valley, Nene Valley, Peak Rail and 
North Yorkshire Moors.  This has 
certainly helped to maintain our 
profile during this Rail 200 year, and 
provided the opportunity for our team 
to do what they love: actually working 
on the engine.  

As we have reached the expiry of 
the seven-year certificate, we could 
have carried on with work on heritage 
railways for another three years, but 
after much thought and discussion, 
it has been decided to act now and 

undertake a full ten-year overhaul, 
and at the same time to fit air -
brake equipment. This will improve 
our ability to work with a variety 
of mainline operators regardless of 
the type of rolling stock they use. In 
addition, and as a consequence of this 
work, we will be investing in a new 
support coach for the loco.

Highlights of the current certificate 
must include the very first excursion 
on a bitter cold February morning over 
the Settle and Carlisle railway. The 
run into Scotland, as part of the Great 
Britain Tour, the ‘Peachy trip’ last 
September when, in conjunction with 
RTC and the Severn Valley Railway, we 
travelled from Manchester behind a 
‘Black 5’ and then had Bahamas take 
us over the length of the SVR.  There 
was also this year the trip over Shap 
and, most recently, the appearance 
with 1054 at the Rail 200 Greatest 
Gathering at Derby Alstom Works, 
where we were complimented on how 
well turned out (as always) the loco 
was.

So, as 45596 bows out for what is 
likely to be a two-year overhaul, we 
will be having a final fling at the Great 
Central Railway for their Autumn Gala 
with a special BLS members day on 
October 10th, following which our loco 
will move to Tyseley for the overhaul 
to commence. 

1054 has also been a busy engine 
visiting other railways, most recently 
Peak Rail and the Ecclesbourne Valley 
Railway in Derbyshire.  It too will be 
visiting the Great Central Railway for 
their gala.
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Forthcoming anticipated roster for our locomotives:
13 - 14 September	 1054	 Nene Valley Railway
2 - 5 October 	 45596/1054	 GCR
10 October	 45596/1054 	GCR

In other news, we have had good 
visitor numbers at the Museum as 
well as school visits. We will once 
again be participating in the Heritage 
Open Days this September with other 
activities, including a talk by Pete 
Skellon as well as behind the scenes 
tours of the workshop. 

I am also delighted to report that 
Ron Enticott has taken on the role as 
our Sales Manager and has already 
been busy with a team at the Greatest 
Gathering, and is currently looking for 
help to run a sales stand at the Great 
Central Railway Gala. As always we 
are looking for more sales support 
and intend introducing a sales sub-
committee to help with the organizing 
of all the necessary tasks.  If you are 
interested in joining the team please 
do let us know. 

Finally the display of the Roger Bell 
collection of nameplates and other 
railwayana in the Museum is almost 
complete and looks magnificent. We 
will be looking to hold a special event 
to unveil the exhibition later in the 
year.  

So we do have much to celebrate 
and I hope to be able to see you at one 
of our forthcoming events or at Ingrow 
or elsewhere soon.

Keith Whitmore

A scene unlikely to be repeated for at least a couple of years. Bahamas and 
support coach amidst the recently refurbished station at Keighley on 30 June 
2025.  Unusually the engine is facing ‘downhill’.  
photo: Graham Allen

Back office snippet
The amendment to our Articles of 
Association has been approved by 
the Charity Commissioners.  It will 
be necessary for members to accept 
these revisions for which details will 
be issued once arranged - Ed.
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On the morning of the first day, Flying Scotsman, Scots Guardsman Bahamas 
and Blue Peter await the crowds at Derby.

On the evening of 
Thursday 31 July, 
Steve Mitchell and Mike 
Stevens attempting 
to make 1054 appear 
respectable and ready 
for the following day’s 
opening of the Greatest 
Gathering at Derby.
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Loco Report

45596 Bahamas 
After a fairly brief sojourn at 

Haworth during which time the boiler 
cladding was repainted and various 
maintenance jobs completed, the 
engine left the KWVR for Tyseley at 
the end of June. This will be the last 
time for quite a while, as the 10 year 
overhaul starts in October. 

It then hauled the ‘Cathedrals 
Express’ for Vintage Trains to 
Swansea on 5th July, successfully 
completed including a climb of the 
Lickey Bank (albeit diesel assisted). 
Later in July Theo Chapman repainted 
the smokebox to bring it up to the 
same standard as the new paint on 
the boiler. 

Then of course was the big event 
of the year, the Greatest Gathering at 
Alstom Derby to celebrate 200 years 
of railways. Without prejudice I can 
safely say that our two engines were 
among, if not ‘the’ best turned out 
engines at the exhibition, with 5596 
making it to the cover pictures on the 
two principal magazines. The front 
buffers on 5596 looked exceptional. 

The engine is now approaching 
its last mainline run of this ‘ticket’, 
running double headed to Plymouth 
from Bristol with Clun Castle. It will 
then go to the GCR for their Gala and 
a special farewell day on 10 October 
which will be its last day in steam 
before the overhaul. 

We should be very proud as a small 
group to have successfully run for 
seven years on the mainline, with no 
failures at all.  

1054 
This  eng ine  went  f rom the 

Ecclesbourne Valley Railway direct to 
the Greatest Gathering, where it went 
on display on the works turntable. 
This was intended to be a privilege, but 
in reality, it meant that the engine was 
rather remote from the main event. 

It looked very well despite arriving 
with the bright steel suffering from 
exposure to heavy rain en route. It 
then went to Peak Rail where it has 
just completed running over the bank 
holiday, and on a freight charter.

Clun Castle and Bahamas at St Phillip’s Marsh depot at Bristol the evening 
before the pair operated ‘The Mayflower’, the final trip for Bahamas under its 
current main line ticket on 6 September 2025.  photo; Pete Smith
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7069 Southwick
Steady progress has been made 

on Southwick. The boiler and the 
various associated parts have been 
crack detected (by Magnetic particle 
inspection, or MPI). Whilst some 
cracks were found there were no 
‘showstoppers’ and a list of required 
repair work has now been drawn up 
to be sent out to potential contractors 
for quotes. 

The jib has been needle-gun 
cleaned and painted with primer 
where accessible and has been turned 
over to enable the underside to be 
tackled. 

The cab roof was removed to enable 
the cab sides to be finish painted, 
and the inside surfaces have too been 
finish painted. It has now been bolted 
back to place. 

The cab rear plating has received 
its first coat of gloss green. Detail 
work has been completed on the rear 
slidebar bolts, fitting new locating pins 
and generally tidying up historical 
damage. The slidebars themselves 
were machined true some time ago, 
so they can now be reassembled when 
some local painting is complete.

RS1015/50 Breakdown Crane
This received its annual boiler 

inspections in July and early August 
followed by the annual functional test 
on 14 August. 

With the crane in steam the 
opportunity was taken to lift the 
recently acquired flat wagon off its 
wheels to enable more cleaning of 
parts to be done while the better 
weather is still with us. 

Left - The new chimney in position on Southwick while, right, Dave Simpson 
is in the midst of de-scaling the jib.  Although a replacement has been 
considered for this, its cost is considered prohibitive in view of the expected 
expenditure on the boiler (the firebox of which can be seen to the right).
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Rolling Stock
Painting underneath the Palvan 

is now complete and attention has 
turned to the flat wagon. 

The SR van is at Oakworth as there 
is currently no room for it at Ingrow.

Learning Coach
It has been apparent for some time 

that the external bodywork has been 
deteriorating, but other pressures 
have prevented any action. 

Work has now started on sealing 
the platform (east) side guttering and 
removing flaked paint on the west side 
which takes most of the hammering 
from the weather. 

Initially there will have to be some 
temporary patching up while some 
new wooden mouldings are procured.

 
Steve Allsop

Bahamas and the Coal Tank continue 
their busy schedule  attending various 
railway events across the country. 

During the 1st to 3rd of August 
both locomotives attended one of 
the most anticipated events in the 
railway calendar.  This, The Greatest 
Gathering, was held at Alstom’s Derby 
Litchurch Lane works to celebrate 
Railway 200. 

45596 and the Coal Tank were 
surrounded by numerous other steam 
locomotives such as Flying Scotsman 
and Clan Line.  45596 also rubbed 
shoulders with fellow classmate 45699 
Galatea and former Dinting resident 
s46115 Scots Guardsman and Blue 
Peter.  They were also joined by many 
classic diesel and electric locomotives 
such as class 50s, class 73s and some 
rather modern electric locomotives 
which included the class 93 and 
class 99. 

The BLS sales team worked wonders 
during the event, bringing in some 
much-needed funds for the upcoming 
overhaul of 45596. 

Visitors attending the event were 
also able to visit the footplate of 45596 
and see the Coal Tank on turntable 
demonstration duties throughout the 
weekend.

The Greatest Gathering, 1-3 August
James Lea

Various locomotives blew their 
whistles and horns at 10am to mark 
the opening on each day of the event. 
It was fabulous to see both BLS 
locomotives amongst them for this 
once-in-a-lifetime event to mark a 
very important occasion in railway 
history, one unlikely to occur again 
in this manner. 

Thanks must go to Jonathan 
Dunster and James Dobson and the 
rest of the organising team at Derby 
for all their hard work in arranging 
this very special event. 

We must not forget, of course, all 
the hard work put in by our sales 
and locomotive support teams during 
the event.
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It was during my long service leave 
visit to Europe, that I was invited to 
spend some time helping with the 
Bahamas support crew activities 
during its visit to the North Yorkshire 
Moors (NYMR) and Severn Valley 
Railways (SVR), and the long journey 
between. 

This was my first visit to UK and I 
had only met Mike Stevens from BLS 
previously at Steamrail, although I 
had heard the stories of Bahamas and 
Dinting in days gone by. 

I arrived at the NYMR’s Grosmont 
depot, from where Bahamas was 
operating and made welcome. Once 
the overalls were on, I was thrown 
in at the deep end and within a 
day or so felt part of the furniture 
and part of the team. Living for ten 
days in the support coach I soon 
felt at home, mucking in with all the 
tasks including loco cleaning, FTR 
examinations, repairs, lighting up, as 
well as the essential domestic duties, 
under the guidance of the BLS boys 
and Andrea of course. 

Steamrail Victoria Visitor
Tim Harris

We have recently been fortunate to have with us one of our friends from Steamrail Victoria, 
the Australian heritage railway group with whom we have had a close link for some 45 years.  
Tim Harris is a time-served steam fitter and works on the broad gauge locomotives that 
operate over the State of Victoria’s railways.  
That some of these were Glasgow-built by the North British Locomotive Co ties in well 
with our own Glasgow-built Bahamas.  What was even better was Tim’s willingness to get his 
hands dirty and spend some time helping during the busy period we have had with 45596 
this spring.
Tim kindly provided the following observations of his time to Mike Stevens, who hosted his 
visit.

Breakfast in the support coach.
all photos: Mike Stevens
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Ironically the weather over the early 
part of my time was ‘too good’ and this 
resulted in a ban on running steam 
on NYMR, fires having been reported 
over the previous days.  A fire ban is 
not unusual in Australia, but not what 
I expected to experience in England.  
The result of this was that the only 
time I got to see 45596 move on the 
NYMR under its own steam was the 
short trip from Grosmont shed to the 
station to pose as static exhibit.  

By the time the steam ban was 
lifted, it was time to clean and prepare 
Bahamas for the trip to Kidderminster 
and the SVR.  While at the NYMR I 
was, however, lucky enough to travel 
to Whitby and back on ‘Schools’ class 
Repton prior to leaving, which was 
something quite special.  

What with Andrea’s cooking and 
evenings spent in the Crossing Gates 
Club socialising with the Railway’s 
fitters and footplate staff it made for 
a very pleasant time. 

The run f rom Grosmont  to 
Kidderminster was a long day.  This 
was split between the support crew, 
with Cliff Howell and Mike preparing 
the engine in the morning to get us 
away and Rob Mulvey, Pete Smith and 
myself taking on the later shift.  

We left Grosmont at 06.13am and 
255miles later arrived at Kidderminster 
on SVR around 18.45pm.  I was 
fortunate to travel some sections of 
the journey on the footplate.  This 
was a real eye-opener, with the engine 
riding so smoothly at 60 mph.  Peter, 
the fireman on the first section had 
visited our Newport workshops in 
June 2024 and it turns out he is a 
Steamrail member too (small world).  

After the water stop at York, Rob 
fired the loco onwards to Kidderminster 
as part of his training for passing out 
in that role. I was lucky to have a ‘little 
go’ too, which allowed me to compare 
this to our locomotives back home.

We arrived at Kidderminster with 
a rather dirty locomotive, with a 
comment from SVR staff that the 
shiny ‘Jubilee’ was at Bewdley already 
(Galatea).  After cleaning the ashpan, 
taking coal and water, as well as 
the FTR by SVR staff, we were off to 
Bewdley where we met the welcome 
sight of Callum Porter, who was our 
relief. 

With the engine disposed we had a 
late dinner in the support coach and 
wandered to the Great Western pub 
for a well-deserved pint. 

Callum prepared the engine next 
morning along with an SVR cleaning 
gang and by the time it was ready 
to leave Bewdley it was immaculate 
again. I was again lucky to get out on 
the footplate on what is a wonderful 
railway, with beautiful period stations, 
great footplate crews, and varying 
countryside.

Before leaving SVR I was invited to 
ride on the footplate of the ‘Standard 
4’ which of course could not be turned 
away.  Again another good locomotive 
and a pleasure to get on with a great 
crew.  

The support team of Pete Smith, 
Rob Mulvey, Tim Harris and Mike 
Stevens.
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It was good to see just how well 
all the people involved, BLS, NYMR, 
SVR and West Coast Railway Co. 
worked together with a willingness 
to cooperate as a team. The banter 
was good to hear and similar to our 
atmosphere at Newport Depot.

After we left SVR and arrived back 
home in Glossop, Dave Hopkins and 
Mike took me to visit the old site 
at Dinting, a place of which I had 
heard so much about. The site is 
now overgrown and without guidance 
almost nothing would be recognisable 
(the GCR shed and coaling stage 
being the exception).  It was amazing 
to compare the ‘then and now’ via 
the videos posted on YouTube and 
incredible that such an important 
part of the railway heritage movement 

could end up in such a neglected 
condition.

It would be nice to think that some 
of the BLS guys will be able make 
it over to Melbourne at some point, 
and allow them to see the way we do 
things at our place.  So, this is an 
open invitation, and I look forward to 
welcoming a ‘pom’ or two to Newport 
sometime in the future.

Tim having a quick 
‘dib’ with the shovel.
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The Bahamas Locomotive Society is 
an unusual thing.  

That we take an immense pride in 
maintaining our locomotives to the 
highest standards of both engineering 
and presentation is well known – our 
reputation for turning out engines 
which not only perform well, but are 
reliable and immaculate, every time, is 
testament to this.  What is, perhaps, 
less well known is that from its earliest 
days, the Society has also sought 
to preserve, and indeed develop, 
excellence in the art of the engineman.  

Ex BR steam crews were amongst 
those early preservation pioneers at 
Dinting, and alongside the engineering 
and maintenance capability there, 
a ‘line of promotion’ for footplate 
crews was developed, based on 
long-established railway practice, 
supporting the running of trains on 
the demonstration line and around 
the Dinting site.  

The finely honed skills required 
of drivers and firemen were passed 
down from veteran steam crews to a 
new generation of enginemen, just as 
they had been passed down through 
generations of footplate crew since 
the dawn of the railway age.  And so 
it continued, with BLS volunteers not 
only maintaining, but also operating, 
many of the locomotives which are now 
considered stars of the preservation 
era – our own 45596 and 1054 of 
course, but also 60532 Blue Peter, 
45690 Leander and 46115 Scots 
Guardsman among others.

The closure of Dinting, and the 
Society’s move to a new base at 
Ingrow, has been well documented.  
However one point which is often 
overlooked is that the move had 
the effect of curtailing the Society’s 

operational independence somewhat.  
As the site at Ingrow is part of the 

Keighley & Worth Valley Railway, all 
rail operations there are governed 
by the rules and procedures of 
that railway, including in terms of 
qualification of footplate crews.  

An agreement for those who had 
qualified with BLS at Dinting (and 
some subsequently) to undertake 
equivalent duties within the yard 
at Ingrow allowed our people to 
continue to operate the locos for 
maintenance and testing purposes, 
and also occasionally provide public 
brake van rides.  However when 
running on the KWVR ‘main line’ 
between Keighley and Oxenhope, it 
is KWVR drivers and firemen who 
take charge of our locomotives, and 
similarly elsewhere when visiting other 
railways.  Thus the BLS crew take the 
role of ‘owner’s representative’, and 
while often permitted to ‘have a go’ 
at driving or firing, this is under the 
instruction, and at the discretion, of 
the host crew.

Footplate Grades – A New Start
Ben Preece

Just doing what we always do.  Mike 
Stokes on with the cleaning of 45596.
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Some of our regular loco people 
are, quite separately from their roles 
within BLS, qualified as drivers or 
firemen on various heritage railways 
around the UK, including several at 
the KWVR.  However as a Society, it’s 
a long time since we’ve actually had 
our own railway to operate on.  

It has been a frustration for some 
time that BLS crews haven’t had much 
formal recognition of their practical 
skills on the footplate, especially 
those who have joined (or re-joined) 
in recent years.

This has changed recently, with 
the writing and implementation of a 
brand new Operational Competence 
Management System (OCMS) for 
footplate grades within BLS.  The 
new OCMS describes the traditional 
footplate grades, and how they are 
implemented within the BLS context.  

New entrants begin as a ‘Cleaner’ 
once they have undertaken basic 
safety training, and will primarily 
be engaged in cleaning the locos, 
and assisting with maintenance and 
operational tasks under the direct 
supervision of more experienced staff.  

Having gained sufficient experience 
and knowledge, a cleaner may be 
passed to act as a fireman (a grade 
commonly known as ‘Passed Cleaner), 
then Fireman, before ultimately 
working towards the grades of ‘Passed 
Fireman’ (a substantive fireman who is 
qualified to undertake driving duties 
when required) and eventually ‘Driver’.

In steam days, the ‘Passed’ grades 
were really a cost saving measure for 
BR and its predecessor companies, as 
an individual would be paid at the rate 
commensurate with their substantive 
grade (ie. Cleaner or Fireman) most 
days, but could be requested to ‘act 
up’ into the Fireman or Driver role 
respectively, as and when required, 
and be paid the relevant rate for that 
day only.  

Through this system, the company 
effectively had a bank of ‘spare’ staff 
to call upon to cover for unexpected 
absences or additional work, but 
without having to pay them any kind 
of retainer or standby fee!  In the 
preservation era, where footplate staff 
across most heritage railways are 
volunteers, this financial incentive 
for retaining the ‘Passed’ grades is 
no longer relevant.  However BLS 
has opted to retain them, as they 
provide a more structured and 
gradual progression pathway, allowing 
individuals to feel they always have an 
accessible next step to work towards 
in their progression towards the 
coveted grade of ‘Driver’.

The grades are progressive, with 
each one deemed to include all the 
requirements of all those below it.  A 
BLS Cleaner will be supervised when 
undertaking any tasks which are 
deemed safety-critical.  

A BLS Passed Cleaner is authorised 
to carry out the relevant checks of 
a locomotive, lay a fire, and bring it 
into steam safety.  They will also be 
capable of firing any of our locomotives 
at the KWVR or when visiting another 
heritage line, under the supervision 
and instruction of the booked footplate 
crew.  

A BLS Fireman will be capable of 
firing a locomotive anywhere, requiring 
only limited guidance about the 
requirements of the route (distances, 
gradients, etc.).  

A BLS Passed Fireman will be 
deemed capable of driving our 
locomotives in depots and yards (where 
local arrangements and rules allow) 
for testing and shunting purposes, 
and also driving on preserved lines 
under the instruction of a qualified 
driver at the railway in question.  

A BLS Driver is considered capable 
of undertaking all duties of the 
driver, and (again, where local rules 
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permit) driving our locomotives in any 
circumstances and conditions, just 
with the guidance of a route conductor 
where necessary.

The exact assessment criteria for 
each grade is available for prospective 
candidates and new entrants to view. A 
team of assessors (‘Inspectors’, to use 
the traditional term) within the Society 
undertake assessments to promote 
individuals to each grade.  They 
also carry out routine assessments 
to ensure everyone remains at the 
required level, in a process that is 
open and auditable.  

At all levels, theoretical and 
operational knowledge is required, 
commensurate with the grade, and 
this is assessed alongside a candidate’s 
practical ability.  

Many readers will be aware that 
each heritage railway operates 
independently, and as such, adopts 
its own set of rules and operating 
procedures.  This means that, whilst 
there is a lot of commonality in 
general principles, there are also 
some significant differences in rules 
between the various heritage lines.  

The BLS assessment criteria 
focus on an understanding of the 
underpinning principles of railway 
operation, how these are applied on 
the UK mainline railway, and how they 
are typically applied on heritage lines.  
But there is an additional emphasis on 
ensuring our crews are aware of the 
scope for variations.  

It is an absolute requirement for 
our crews to ensure they obtain the 
required local knowledge, comply 
with all relevant rules, and follow the 
instructions of the local person in 
charge in all circumstances.

Those who wish to progress through 
the grades with BLS are expected 
to undertake extensive study to 
gain the required knowledge and 
understanding, in addition to the 

practical commitment which would be 
expected – this is not a quick or easy 
process, and as a result, promotion to 
any grade is rightly considered to be a 
significant achievement.  

Many of our people bring experience 
from various heritage lines and also 
the mainline railway; this is taken 
into account as part of the BLS 
assessment process, and will generally 
allow such individuals to make more 
rapid progress within the BLS grades.  
However the system is designed 
to allow anyone with the required 
aptitude, appetite for learning, and 
dedication, to reach whatever level 
they wish within the Society.  

As well as giving our operational 
crews a set of goals to work towards 
(pathway for Continual Professional 
Deve lopment  t o  use  moder n 
terminology!) it is hoped that the 
establishment of this new OCMS will 
allow our people more opportunity to 
be properly ‘hands on’ in operating 
our locomotives, with host railways 
having the confidence that BLS crews 
have been thoroughly and rigorously 
assessed to a recognised system of 
standards.

Over the summer months, Cliff 
Howell has been promoted to the grade 
of BLS Passed Cleaner, and Archie 
O’Neill to the grade of BLS Fireman.  
Both candidates put in a huge amount 
of work and commitment to prepare 
for their assessments, and both can be 
incredibly proud of their achievement.

As a Society, we take pride in 
preserving not only our locomotives 
and the skills to maintain them 
to the highest level, but also the 
traditional skills and knowledge 
required to operate them to the 
highest professional standards.  

Applications to join our operational 
team are most welcome, and should be 
made via a member of our Locomotive 
Committee in the first instance.
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It’s a cold, wet and windy December 
morning at the Nene Valley Railway 
(NVR), 21 December 2024 to be 
precise, over 35 years since I was last 
properly involved in BLS operational 
activity.

I’d set off from home at about 
5.30am and arrived at Wansford at 
about 7.30am.  As I pulled up in the 
car park, I could see Bahamas sitting 
just outside the main shed and as I 
got out of my car my nose picked up 
that distinctive smell of coal smoke.

I’d arrived for two days on the NVR 
with Bahamas running the Santa 
specials and it all felt quite surreal. 
Was I really returning to the fold?

Mike Stevens and a couple of 
cleaners from NVR were already there 
and busy preparing the loco for the 
day’s running of the Santa specials. 

There was no time for chatting and 
catching up though, that would need 
to wait until the evening, just straight 
into cleaning and assisting Mike (the 
Responsible Officer for the day) in 
the preparation of the fire in time for 
‘off shed’, including running through 
the off shed checklist, ensuring the 
correct tools and equipment were on 
the loco, training in the testing of the 
AWS/TPWS, refresher training on 
testing of gauge glasses, injectors, 
brake tests, etc, etc.

The time went very quickly, and 
it was soon time to move off shed 
for the first of four round trips from 
Wansford to Peterborough.  Three 
of those round trips I mainly spent 
observing the firing technique for the 
line, observation of signals and single 
line working, etc.

Then it was my turn; one round 
trip firing the loco under supervision, 

I think I did ok with a few nudges 
and tips! 

The days running was done and time 
to return to shed for more cleaning 
and assisting Mike throughout the 
disposal process, including cleaning 
the fire, emptying the ashpan, leaving 
the loco secure to leave overnight 
and then later in the evening, before 
retiring to the support coach for the 
night, checking and banking up the 
fire, boiler water level, etc.

Apart from a handful of ‘cameo’ 
appearances over my 35 years away 
(or as Pete Skellon said to me, you’ve 
never really been away – just resting!) 
I’d just spent my first day back in the 
fold. 

The second day was more of the 
same, but I was already feeling more 
confident and relaxed, the first day 
was a bit of a surreal blur and I was 
probably over thinking things. 

Returning to the fold!
Cliff Howell

Cliff - back on Bahamas in 2025.
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Those two days were great, I felt 
very rusty, but the instinct and 
knowledge soon came flooding back.

What re-stirred that fire in me (if 
you can forgive the pun!) and get back 
involved was catching up with all those 
old friends from yesteryear on the 
Severn Valley Railway (SVR) section of 
the ‘Peachy trip’ in September 2024. 
From that point I knew that it was 
time to return, helped by my imminent 
plans to retire.
The Dinting days

I’d originally commenced as a 
working member with BLS on 11 Oct 
1978 (age 14) and progressed as 
follows:
•	 Cleaner from 4 Feb 1979
•	 Passed cleaner from 10 Feb 1980
•	 Fireman from 8 April 1984
•	 Passed to drive RS8 on 4 Aug 1985

I finished my first stint with BLS 
circa 1989 when life, work, family, 
study, etc, left me with very little spare 
time.  I didn’t intend for it to be so long 
before returning and perhaps had it 
not been for the closure of the Dinting 
site maybe I would have returned 
sooner, but who knows; strangely 
enough, I certainly don’t!

During the above period apart from 
the footplate work I also worked on 
the loco engineering overhaul and 
maintenance team and was involved 
with the original restoration of the 
Coal Tank, Bahamas’ first major 
overhaul, regular maintenance of the 
locos in service, amongst many other 
interesting tasks.

I  was for tunate  to  be  able 
to participate in the ‘Rocket 150’ 
celebrations at Rainhill in 1980 
along the Liverpool to Manchester 
railway where BLS volunteers not only 
crewed the Coal Tank but through an 
arrangement with the NRM crewed 
a number of their engines and I was 
allocated to Cheltenham.  Following 
the event Pete Skellon, Steve Peach 
and I returned to Bold to prepare 
Green Arrow and Duchess of Hamilton 
for their light engine moves. I was 
fortunate enough to ride on the 
footplate of Green Arrow on the trip 
back to Manchester Victoria where we 
handed over the loco’s to NRM crews.

Also, during my first spell with 
BLS I was fortunate to be able to 
participate in the GW150 celebrations, 
a 10-day Gala at Didcot Railway 
Centre in 1985. BLS took Blue Peter 
to the event.  Having no mainline 
certificate the loco needed to travel 
light engine hauled by diesel from 
Dinting to Didcot. Mike Stevens and 
I travelled on the footplate overnight, 
listening for anything unusual and 
checking for hot boxes, etc. 

Upon arr iva l  at  Didcot  the 
connecting rods, which had been 

Cliff with Barrie Pugh drilling 
doorplate rivets on Bahamas’ boiler 
during the 1980s.
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removed, needed to be re-fitted and 
the loco prepared for steaming and 
running on the demonstration track.

Circa 1984 several BLS footplate 
crew undertook training and the 
assessment for the grade of Fireman 
on the Great Central Railway (GCR). 
This came about due to a good working 
relationship with GCR, who at the time 
were short of footplate crew, thus 
giving BLS crew experience operating 
on a heritage railway.  I passed out as 
Fireman in circa 1984 shortly before 
being passed out as Fireman with 
BLS.  I did several firing turns on the 
GCR over a period of time.

Due to a working relationship with 
a couple of SVR crew, who were at 
Dinting restoring a coach, myself 
and Robin Battersby were invited 
to gain some footplate experience 
as Fireman on the SVR. We didn’t 
formally undertake assessment, 
although after some initial shadowing 
we were afforded the opportunity to 
crew several turns as Firemen.
Climbing back on the ladder

O f  c o u r s e ,  a l l  m y  f o r m e r 
competences from the Dinting days 
had long expired but, as Mike Bentley 
said to me at the recent Greatest 
Gathering event, “You never lose it, 
it’s like riding a bike”.

Therefore, it was time to step back 
on the operational competency ladder 
once again and I suppose 21 December 
2024 at the NVR was when I formally 
became a cleaner again (maybe the 
oldest cleaner ever!) and was added to 
the support crew skills matrix.

Since then, I have completed over 
30 operational and maintenance 
days on some of the heritage railways 
where the engines have been so far 
during 2025, light engine moves on 
the mainline and a mainline rail tour 
from Birmingham to Swansea where 
I was fortunate to spend around 100 
miles on the footplate of Bahamas.

All the above was slowly but surely 
removing my rustiness and re-building 
my confidence in my footplate and 
engineering skills. I particularly 
enjoyed the winter maintenance days 
on Bahamas at Haworth and my time 
on the NYMR, although that was 
tinged with sadness as my beloved 
dog had a stroke and had to be put to 
sleep whilst I was preparing Bahamas 
for the  light engine move to the SVR.

The  new  BLS  Ope ra t i ona l 
Competence Management System 
(OCMS), which is discussed in detail 
elsewhere in this issue, had not been 
launched at this point therefore my 
reference point was the ‘Footplate 
staff examination, assessment and 
promotion’ document from 2013 
which to me appeared to be an updated 
version of what I can remember from 
the 1980’s.

Cliff attending to the fire on Bahamas 
at the Greatest Gathering.  
photo: Chris Bentley
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Although I had done the assessment 
back in the Dinting days, I didn’t want 
anything from the past to have any 
influence on my assessment for the 
new OCMS.  I took the assessment very 
seriously and revised and prepared a 
document with answers to each of the 
assessment criteria.

It was great going through the 
assessment with Ben Preece, who is 
a really good, relatively new, assessor. 
He puts you at ease throughout the 
circa three-hour theory assessment, 
and uses practical examples, e.g. the 
gauge glass assembly from out of the 
museum at Ingrow, to ask candidates 
on how they would test and change 
a gauge glass.  He’d also prepared 
numerous slides to ask questions on 
the various assessment criteria.

The practical part of the assessment 
was done over the previous few 
months when preparing our locos 
for work on KWVR, NYMR, NVR and 
the mainline, including firing under 
supervision, Ben collecting evidence 
from those who were supervising me.

So, it was done, and I was a Passed 
Cleaner once again 45 years on from 
the first time and now possibly the 
oldest Passed Cleaner ever!  

It transpires, as I suspected, that 
I wasn’t the first to be passed under 
the new OCMS, Archie O’Neil beat 
me to that by a couple of weeks.  I 
am, however, probably the first to be 
assessed twice by BLS for the Passed 
Cleaner grade!  An achievement that 
I’m quite proud of.  So, I’m now well 
into my second stint and enjoying 
every minute of it.

During the 35 years that I’ve been 
away (resting!) I’ve always kept up 
with what’s going on with the Society 
but never really had time to return to 
active involvement.  Life and career 
has had many twists and turns but 
overall, I have few regrets. 

As I prepare to retire all the 
knowledge and experience I’ve gained 
over a 45 year career will be lost to my 
profession, but now, hopefully, BLS 
can now benefit.  This is quite fitting 
as it was BLS who originally inspired 
me to follow an engineering career. 
So I have quite neatly gone full circle.

I hope this article may inspire more 
old friends from the past to jump back 
on the ladder, and equally to attract 
new members to this fantastic hobby 
of ours.

Some of the support team at Derby - left to right: Cliff Howell, Tammie Pond, 
Rob Mulvey, Mike Bentley, Mike Stevens, Ben Preece, Wendy Stevens.
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Museum and Collections News

The effort to mount the display of the 
Roger Bell collection continues.  

At the time of writing, all the 
nameplates have been installed, (24 
off, plus three numberplates and 
two crests), as has a selection of the 
panels displaying railway company 
coats of arms.  

This only leaves the set of LMS livery 
panels to exhibit, for which a custom-
design enclosure is required.  This 
requires some considered thought to 
determine the best method of creating, 
what is in effect, a 3m-long picture 
frame.

Interpreting the collection is in 
progress and the introductory panel 
has been produced.  This also provides 
some interaction aimed at children, 
although it has been noted that a few 
adults have indulged in ‘name the 
engine’!

One important feature will be its 
lighting, and this project is underway.  
So too other tasks are required caused 
by re-arranging the previous display, 
all of which are considered as part of 
the ‘exhibition refresh’.

Plans are in hand to invite friends 
of Roger to a formal opening on 
Saturday, 25th October, and so 
view, what is, the largest and most 
important collection of objects we have 
been fortunate to receive.

In looking ahead, there has been 
concern over the practicality of our 
archive and the limitation imposed 
by the current storage facilities.  With 
this in mind we are looking to acquire 
a separate building, similar in concept 
to our new messroom, which would 
store all the document archive, thus 
allowing the Office in the museum 
to become accessible as a library 

A view of only part of the Roger Bell collection now in situ.  
photo: Chris Bentley
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It’s been another great year for school 
visits – plenty of new highs have been 
achieved. Highlights include:

•	 It was our second-best year for 
learning engagement

•	 We passed 1,000 children visiting 
the railway for a fourth successive 
year

•	 200 children benefited from 
outreach visits

•	 Bradford area schools remain 
our top visitors, with others from 
Blackburn, Leeds and Halifax

•	 Numbers of visiting children aged 
three to seven were up, as were 
secondary/college students

All bar two available visit slots 
were booked between April and July. 
For the first time since 2017, we had 
bookings in 10 out of 12 months. 

A total of 835 children took part 
in a facilitated workshop, museum 
visit and/or activities in the Learning 
Coach. 

A further 364 children 
were ‘train only’ visits, and 
the outreach numbers take the 
grand total to 1399.

It’s a good place to be, as we 
approach the learning programme’s 
10th anniversary.

Matt Arnold

Learning and Community News

Brenda Southwell guides children 
from Laneshaw primary school on 

some of the intricacies of the VCT’s 
Lord Mayor in the Carriage Works.

photo: Matt Arnold
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and reading room.  Such a facility 
would also align with the recent 
environmental and conservation 
reports undertaken through the 
auspices and support of Association 
of Independent Museums.  

One further piece of news, just 
in, is that we have been offered 
some 400 original drawings of Beyer 
Peacock origin.  The subject of these 

are tools and machinery, rather 
than locomotives.  Nonetheless they 
are an important archive in their 
own right and will supplement the 
existing objects we hold from this well 
known firm of locomotive builders.  
All we have to do is find some way of 
transporting them up from Dorset!

Pete Skellon
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In Memoriam

Alf Keene

We are saddened to hear the news of 
the death of Alf Keene on 28 August.  
Alf was a long-serving member and 
active in a variety of roles at Dinting 
and our early days at Ingrow.  Geoff 
Skellon has provided the following:

I was very saddened to learn of the 
passing of my old friend Alf Keene. I 
first met Alf when I was a 17 year-old 
Cadet in the Automobile Association 
and he was a Patrol at the AA Box 
at Mere Corner. Alf quickly took me 
under his wing and his friendliness 
and advice made my new career in the 
AA so much easier. 

I found that Alf had been a keen 
motorcyclist (all AA Patrols were still 
riding motorbike and sidecar at that 
time) and had owned a Sunbeam 
which he had used for motorcycle 
rallies. Before moving up to the North 
he had worked as a signalman at 
Paddington Station, and when he 
was in the police force he was on 
duty at the scene of the Harrow and 
Wealdstone train disaster. 

When I found that Alf had an 
interest in railways I introduced him 
to the Bahamas Locomotive Society 
when it was still at Dinting, and as 
he lived near Stockport he became a 
working member. 

Before I moved to Wales I visited 
Alf and Sylvia often, and he took to 
my young daughter Samantha, giving 
her the affectionate nickname of the 
‘Little ‘erbert’. 

Sadly, Alf and Sylvia lost their only 
child, David, to a brain tumour when 
he was in his early twenties. 

I last saw Alf when I called round, 
without warning, a couple of years 

ago. Samantha was with me, and she 
knocked on the door to re-introduce 
herself. Needless to say, the welcome 
we were given was as warm as ever. Alf 
was one of nature’s gentlemen. 

My thoughts are with Sylvia, Alf will 
be remembered with affection.

Alf on the Return to Steam special 
with 5596, 14 October 1972.  
photo: Geoff Skellon
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The Mail
The Editor welcomes your letters, emails, views and comments 
for inclusion in The Mail.  Please forward your contribution to:  
22 Windsor Street, Barrow-in-Furness, Cumbria, LA14 5JR. email: peteskellon@btinternet.com

Dear Editor,
May I give credit for the excellent photos 

of 45596 on each cover of the journal. 
Brilliant pictures!!

After reading the comment on page 3, may 
I make a suggestion? It may be “pie in the 
sky” or it may be considered. It could be a 
complete non-starter! But it has occurred 
to me that a possible future solution to 
running 45596 and the BLS may/could be 
to amalgamate with the KWVR.

Engineering experience may be available 
and Ingrow is part of the BLS and KWVR. 
I am unsure as to whether any apprentices 
have been or are being taken on at 
Haworth.

I am aware that my suggestion may be 
frowned upon or even futile, but, in the 
future I do see a problem in “keeping 
going”, and it is a difficult one.  Just a 
thought!

Regards,

John Chester 6163
by email

Membership Memo

I hope you’ve all had a great summer 
and managed to get some steam in 
your lungs.

Summer is usually a quiet time for 
membership, but once again we have 
had an influx of new members which 
is great.

So let’s give a warm welcome to 
Katherine Carlton, John Farrell, 
Graham Cottrell, William Hartley, 
Michael Nash-Whitmore, Owen 
Griffith, Mark Neale, Margaret Neale, 
Neil Frais, Emma Montgomery, Paul 
Negus, Peter Emerson, David Wederell, 
Chris Burnell, Spencer Burnell and 
Eric Lummas. 

This is fantastic having 16 new 
members since the last Journal 

If anyone would like a copy of the 
membership form you can find this 
on the Society website at the bottom 
of the About Us, The Society page 
https://bahamas45596.co.uk/about-
us/the-society/

Richard Doyle
membership@ingrowloco.com 
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