
19.  THE RAILWAY IN WRECCLESHAM1 

1. Introduction 

The impact of the railway on the village of Wrecclesham has been quite considerable.  Prior to middle of the 

19th Century there was little thought of a railway.  By the end of the century the railway had bisected the 

village, slightly to the north of the village centre.  The village has not benefited from having a station but the 

railway has made its mark on the village in many other ways as this paper will try and reflect.  Over the past 

200 years there have been a number of rail developments in this part of the south east.  A number of new 

railway lines have come and gone over this time.  One of the main influences on local railways has been the 

needs of the British army.  In the early days the railway provided employment for the villagers.  In more 

recent times the railway has provided the opportunity for village residents to gain access to employment 

further afield.  This Briefing Paper will trace the history of rail development in the area and its impact upon 

the village. 

 

An early London and SW Engine 

2. The arrival of the Railway.   

The railway system in the UK is the oldest in the world.  However, it was not until the beginning of the 19th 

century that locomotion on rail was to have any real impact, and then largely in the north of England.  Prior 

to that travel between principal towns was by stage coaches.  Although there were horse drawn vehicles 

running on wooden rails prior to 1800, the first steam engines, running on steel tracks, were introduced in 

this country almost exactly 200 years ago.    

Many of the first public railways were built as local rail links operated by small private railway companies. 

Prior to 1840, railway lines in Britain were few and scattered but, within ten years, a virtually complete 

network had been laid down and the vast majority of towns had a rail connection.   The South East of 

England was somewhat behind the rest of the country in this development.  One of the main interests was to 

have direct lines from London to both Southampton and Portsmouth. In 1838 the London and Southampton 

Railway Company developed a rail link to Woking, which was extended to Southampton, via Basingstoke and 

Winchester in 1840, at which time the Company changed its name to London and South Western. 

                                                           
1
 This Briefing Paper has been helpfully informed by two substantive articles, on The History of Farnham Railways, written by Peter Harrod and Phillip 

Buckell for the Farnham and District Museum Society’ Journal in 2000.  



The direct line to Portsmouth took rather longer as there were both technical problems2 and competing 

alternative routes. It wasn’t until 1876 that the direct line from London to Portsmouth via Guildford and 

Petersfield was opened.  By this time the branch line from Woking to Guildford3 and later to Godalming4 and 

Haslemere had been operating for some time.   

Rail access to Farnham arrived in 1849 when a spur was taken from the route from Redhill to Reading, via 

Guildford, which was to provide a single track from Guildford to Farnham.  This line was routed through Ash 

Green and Tongham.  In order to journey from Farnham to London it was necessary to change at Guildford.  

This line was extended by a single track to Alton in 1852.  

 

Farnham Station c. 1850 

 

Rail Map of Farnham Area 

The opening of a rail link to Farnham preceded the decision, in 1854, to establish a military garrison at 

Aldershot, which prior to this development had been little more than a small village.  At the time of the 1851 

Census the population of Aldershot was 875.  By 1861 this had grown to 16, 720, of whom 8,965 were 

soldiers.  

                                                           
2 Some of the railway lines in the Godalming area were not compatible, made of wood rather than steel. 
3  A branch line from Woking to Guildford was opened in 1845. 
4  The line was extended to Godalming in 1849 and to Haslemere in 1859. 



For nearly 20 years Farnham served as an important terminus for the British army, providing rail access to 

the rest of the country for the increasing numbers of soldiers being housed in the new barracks at Aldershot.  

As Ewbank Smith writes: 

‘The coming of the army to Aldershot in 1855 had changed Farnham to a remarkable degree.  As a garrison 

town Farnham was invaded by the soldiers of the Queen in their thousands.  Aldershot, then a mere hamlet, 

had no pubs; furthermore the railway promoters in the 1840’s had passed it without a second glance.  Farnham 

supplied these two essential needs – a dozen more new pubs sprouted along East Street and a fleet of horse 

buses plied between the station and the camp’
5
 

  For a while during the building of the military town there was a small branch line from Tongham to the 

military town, purely for the delivery of building materials.  Some of the bulkier army stores were also 

delivered on the Basingstoke Canal and unloaded at what used to be called Farnham Wharf. 

The need for a more direct access to Aldershot was no doubt influential in the introduction, in 1874, of a 

new line connecting Farnham to Woking which was routed through the military town. This for the first time 

provided both Farnham and Aldershot with a direct line to London. 

 

Farnham Junction 

3.  Other rail developments in the Farnham area. 

 

The final years of the 19th Century witnessed even more railway connections in this part of the south east.  

Alton was to become an important junction, the meeting place of four lines.   

 

In 1865, the Alton, Alresford and Winchester Railway Company built a new railway to connect to the existing 

London & South Western Railway lines at Alton and Winchester.  This single track line was opened in 1865 as 

the Mid-Hants Railway. Trains were operated by the London & South Western Railway which eventually 

purchased the Mid-Hants Railway Company in 1884.   

 

In 1901 another single track line was provided from Basingstoke to Alton, operated by another company, the 

Basingstoke and Alton Light Railway.  

 

                                                           
5
 W. Ewbank Smith – ‘Victorian Farnham.’- 1971. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/London_%26_South_Western_Railway
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 The most ambitious of the branch lines radiating from Alton was the Meon Valley, single track, line, opened 

in 1903, which was to link Alton to Fareham, with onward connections to Portsmouth. 

 It is perhaps significant that, apart from the line to Farnham, none of these railways survived the various 

cutbacks in railway provision of the 20th Century6, although the line from Alton to Alresford, closed by British 

Rail in 1973, has been restored as the ‘Watercress Line’ by the Mid Hants Railway Company, a community 

based organisation, which, between 1977 and 1985, raised over £1 million to relay the track initially 

between Alresford and Ropley, and  which, over the last thirty years, has developed a programme of steam 

train journeys  which now are run between Alresford and Alton, much loved by local children.  Helping to run 

this railway is an important and absorbing hobby which appeals to adults, including some of our members. 

A further development in this period was the opening in 1905 of the Bordon Light Railway.  Again the need 

of the British army was influential, when Bordon was developed as another military town.  A spur was taken 

from the Farnham to Alton line, just beyond Bentley station, effectively linking Bordon to Aldershot and 

beyond. The military also operated their own railway to Longmoor Camp which in 1906 was to extend rail 

travel from Bordon and Aldershot to Longmoor. 

4. Passenger Transport in Farnham prior to the arrival of the Railway. 

 

In 1838, some 10 years before the arrival of the railway, Farnham had been an important focus of stage 

coach travel. The town was a stage on journeys to London for coaches from Southampton, Gosport and 

Alton, and from Brighton to Oxford.  Coaches also linked Farnham to Reading.  Several Inns in the town 

provided stabling for horses, including the Bush Hotel and the Lion and Lamb.  A daily service between 

London and Southampton left the Bush at midday.  A coach from Alton to London called at the Lion and 

Lamb at 1.00 pm daily.  Coaches from Brighton to Oxford called at the Goats Head at 1.00 pm on Tuesday, 

Wednesday, Thursday and Saturday.  A similar range of coaches called at Farnham on their return journeys.  

These included a night coach from London to Southampton which arrived at the Lion and Lamb at 11.00 pm.  

While these stage coaches were not known to call in Wrecclesham both the Royal Oak and the Bear and 

Ragged Staff had stabling for horses.  However despite the availability of horse drawn travel, it was the 

railway that provided travel opportunities for the working man.  As Ewbank Smith writes7: 

 

‘The coming of the railway to Farnham in 1848 brought a complete metamorphosis in living standards that 

could never be equalled. It is doubtful whether more than 5% of the inhabitants of Farnham had ever been to 

London, 35 miles away, or seen the sea.  For one penny a mile, by 3
rd

 class, (1¾d. second class and 2½d. a mile 

1
st

 class) anyone could now do just that; it was like a magic carpet.’ 

 

5.  The Influence of the Railways on Farnham and Wrecclesham. 

Prior to the arrival of the railways employment opportunities for Farnhamians were largely provided in the 

town and in its immediate area.  The access by rail to employment opportunities in London and elsewhere in 

the south east led to a significant growth in housing in Farnham close to the station.  The development of 

the Bourne was very much influenced by its ready access to the station.  Today a significant proportion of 

the population in the Farnham area is commuters, especially to London.   

                                                           
6
 Passenger services on the Basingstoke Line ended in 1932 but the line remained open for goods, especially from the Thornycroft Factory, until 1936.         

The Meon Valley Line was closed to passengers in 1955 and for goods in 1968. 
7 Victorian Farnham – W. Ewbank Smith - 1971 



 

Waiting for the 8.12 to Waterloo. (Verney) 

However in the 1840’s it was the labouring class that was provided with work in building the railways.  The 

Censuses in the latter years of the 19th Century reveal that much work was provided in gravel workings and 

in plate laying that was related to the development of the railway track through the district.  The railway was 

also important in carrying the sand and gravel that was substantially being quarried in the valley of the River 

Wey.  This period would have seen much upheaval, especially in Wrecclesham.  The extension of the track 

from Farnham to Alton was to pass right though the village.   The need to clear space for the single track, and 

to build the three new bridges, at Wrecclesham Road, Weydon and River Lane, would have called upon a 

significant labour force and additional local jobs would have been attractive to a work force that previously 

had been reliant upon just hop growing.  

 At the outset the extension of the line to Alton was only single track.  It was doubled in 1901.8  In 1896 a 

meeting in Wrecclesham elected a committee to consider a project for a railway station to be built in the 

village.  Much needed they said, and easily carried out, the committee suggested that it could be provided at 

the time that the rail line was doubled at the turn of the century.  Needless to say this vision was never 

realised.  However the railway was to provide significant employment opportunities in the village.  Firstly in 

the area immediately, north of the railway line west of the Weydon Bridge and just to the north of the 

Hatches, the railway established a large dumping ground for ballast.   

                 

                     Weydon Road Bridge     River Lane Rail Bridge 

                                                           
8
 Although the line was doubled for a time it has also operated as a single track with the second track being used for freight.  As may be seen on some 

of the photographs the line to Alton has now reverted to a single track with a passing bay at Bentley. 



 

The Ballast Tip Wrecclesham 

There was also at one time a coal yard adjacent to Wrecclesham Road at which coal was loaded into trucks 

that ran on sidings that ran to the north of the main track.  Rail sidings occupied a large part of the area both 

sides of the railway track between the station and Wrecclesham 

For nearly 90 years Farnham was served by steam trains and there was an engine shed alongside the 

station.9  It wasn’t until 1937 that the line to London through Aldershot was electrified.  This created more 

work in the local area.  What it also provided, in Wrecclesham, was a five road engine shed to house the 

electric carriages.  The Farnham Depot was completed in 1837 and was located on the north side of the main 

track, between Weydon Bridge and Wrecclesham Road, an area known as ‘the tip’ which s previously had 

been used for dumping used ballast from the railway.  

 

The Original Farnham Depot 

 The development of the Farnham Depot has an interesting background.  Initially the Southern Railway 

wanted to build the Depot at Alton, at the end of the line.  This proposal was objected to by the Alton Town 

Council and instead the Depot was built at Farnham.  As a consequence drivers had to return their carriages 

from Alton to Farnham at the end of the day.  It is envisaged that for this reason some of these drivers would 

tend to settle in Wrecclesham and Farnham leading to another source of employment in the area 

                                                           
9 Now occupied by a Farnham ‘Merityre.’ tyre depot.  The adjacent siding is now providing a two storey car park. 



The privatisation of British Rail in the 1990’s led to South West Trains being awarded the franchise of the 

railways formerly operated by Southern Railway.  This has had another consequence for Wrecclesham as, 

with the introduction of sliding doors to replace the former slam door carriages, SWT decided to build a new 

and modern train depot, costing £22 million, increasing the number of tracks from 5 to 15, with a carriage 

washing unit for cleaning the trains.   This will have further increased work for local people.  It also created a 

somewhat large and unsightly roof that has rather spoilt the view across Farnham from the higher ground in 

Wrecclesham. 

 

The New Depot and sidings 

6.  A personal view of the coming of the Railway through Wrecclesham in 1850 

The extension of the railway to Alton in 1850 was witnessed at close hand by the Vicar of Wrecclesham, Rev. 

Henry Julius.  Henry’s 6 year old daughter Florence, in her diary, captures the spirit that was around at the 

time: 
‘I well remember watching the trains from the nursery windows and the long trains of yellow trucks with men 

sitting on the load of gravel and sand was an unfailing source of interest.  They did not go very fast and the spades were 

stuck up by the men.  One would call ‘The Muck, the muck’, which was the maid’s name for the train and all the children 

rushed to the window.  The pleasure was rather prolonged because a bridge was built across the road a few yards up.
10

  

 

The day it was opened our old friend ‘the Muck’ passed again stuck all over with little flags.  A few years later our daily 

newspaper was brought by the 9.20 train and the guard threw it to us as he passed through our field and we sat waiting 

on the railing and then raced to pick it up.’
11

 

7.  The detrimental effect of the railway in Wrecclesham. 

In this paper I have emphasised the opportunities that the railway has provided for employment in the 

village and the advantage for the increasing number of commuters who live in the village.  There are of 

course downsides.  The station is some 2 miles away and tends to be just at the point when walking is not an 

attractive option.  The railway passes very close to people’s homes.  No doubt this has always created a 

noise and, in the days of steam, also dirt.  The lines pass very close to the houses in Weydon Lane, in the 

Hatches and more recently in Riverdale.  People living in these houses may become immune to this noise, 

albeit the modern hooters used by the trains have a penetrating sound which, when the wind is in the right 

direction, can be heard throughout the village.  

                                                           
10 This would be the bridge at River Lane. 
11 To the Vicarage Born – Florence Stevens 



The railway has bisected the village to the north which will have changed the environment by separating the 

village from the river and the water meadows.  Prior to the building of Riverdale in 1994, it would have been 

possible to cross the railway on an unmanned crossing, like the one illustrated below, which is one of several 

still available further up the line at Bentley, and which provides access to the countryside beyond.  Since the 

development of Riverdale that crossing has been inaccessible.  

  

 
Unmanned Pedestrian Crossing 

 

Moreover the fencing of both the railway line and the sand pit has created a barrier to access to the 

countryside to the north of the railway and to the river for about ½ mile, when it possible to cross the 

railway beneath a bridge.  This obstruction does however have the advantage that it tends to direct our 

walking towards the west and towards the attractive Alice Holt Forest.   

 

Perhaps the most frustrating effect of the railway in Wrecclesham has been the low bridge at Wrecclesham 

Road.  Despite notices and warning lights, high sided lorries continue to get stuck under the bridge arch and 

cause disruption of what is already an unpleasantly busy road.    

 

 
 

Low Rail Bridge at Wrecclesham Road 

 



An unusual incident occurred recently when there was a significant landslip on the embankment supporting 

the track at Wrecclesham.  The track from Alton to Farnham was put out of use from 13th April to 9th May.  

2016.  Commuters from Alton and Bentley had to be taken by bus to FarnhamThe picture of the landslip 

below show just how close the Riverside houses are to the railway.   

 

 
The Wrecclesham Land Slip 

 

These disadvantages are nothing to the frustration caused in Farnham by the level crossing in Station Hill.  

This level crossing originally built in 1848 was provided long before the extensive housing in the Bourne was 

developed to the south.  Over the years the closure of the level crossing has frustrated millions of motorists 

and has been the subject of much discussion.  At one time, in 1896, the railway company put forward a plan 

to divert the road so that it would cross over a new bridge in Fairfield. The Council put this proposal to a 

Public meeting and, following receipt of a petition of 300 Ratepayers opposing the scheme, the company 

withdrew their proposal.  Farnham still suffers from the extensive delays and queues which, with the 21st 

Century advent of the three car family tend to get longer and longer.  It is ironic that there was also a 

proposal from the Railway Company to include a level crossing at Weydon.  The townspeople this time 

persuaded the company to erect a road bridge over the line instead.  As Ewbank Smith says: 

 

‘and so it came to pass that Farnham acquired that one in ten kinky little bridge at Weydon, which no one will deny, was better than 

getting another level crossing.’12 

 

Farnham’s loss was to be Wrecclesham’s gain.   

 

8. The Farnham and District Model Railway Club. 

 

Slightly unrelated but deserving of mention is the existence of the Farnham and District Model Railway Club.  

This club meets at the Wrecclesham Community Centre each Wednesday from 3.00 pm to 9 pm.  The Club 

holds regular exhibitions and open events of its work throughout the year.   Their most important event 

during the year is the annual exhibition held at the Community Centre in October.   The next Annual 

Exhibition will be over the weekend 12/13th October 1918.  The next event is an Open Day on Sunday 20 

November in our club rooms in Wrecclesham, Farnham.  For more information you are invited to visit the 

Club’s website:  

    farnhammrc.org.uk 
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http://farnhammrc.org.uk/?page_id=1409

