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The problem of juniors 

It is logical to view children and young people as “the future” and this is commonly done.  Parenting 

and education rank most highly in preparing young people to be “the future”, but other formal 

channels such as youth work in its multiplicity of guises are also important. 

There is a strange paradox in that heritage rail, by definition, is about “the past”.  We in the heritage 

rail movement are concerned with securing a “future for the past”.  A large part of the past we wish 

to perpetuate is the days of labour intensity.  To maintain our steam railways, we require a large and 

hopelessly uneconomic workforce. Our activities are possible only because of the vast contribution in 

kind of our volunteers and their willingness to undertake tasks refused by young workers during the 

1950s. 

     

The “junior volunteer” seems a self-evident means to many, but as is well known this approach has 

run into difficulties because of another legacy of the past, the 1920 and 1933 Acts from which is 

derived the position that: 

it [is] unlawful to employ young people under 16 on railways, and, as interpreted through later 

legislation, this has now been taken to include volunteers.    (APPGHR, p11) 

The hope is that these Acts may at some future time be amended to correct what many see as arguably 

an anomaly. However, there are reasons to caution against pinning too much hope on any such 

developments as a panacea. 

• Whilst there are youngsters of the 2020s who are “mad about trains”, their numbers are a 

tiny fraction of the 1950s, 60s and 70s craze. 

• Young people will still be debarred from safety critical work, resulting in unrealistically long 

lead times for young teenagers wanting to “work on the railway”.   

• Many of the non-safety critical tasks (particularly on the operating side) can be limited in 

scope, repetitive and dull, which exacerbates the previous point. 

• By no means all “junior volunteers” will remain in post on reaching working age.  Many face a 

hard, uphill, all-consuming struggle to achieve the kind of income that will give them a similar 

foot on the housing ladder to that enjoyed by previous generations. 

 

We have had this considerable workforce 

because “train spotting” was a fashionable and 

acceptable activity for 10 – 15-year-olds during 

the closing decades of the steam era, which is 

what many of our heritage lines attempt to 

replicate.  The phenomenon of volunteering on 

a heritage railway has few if any parallels 

elsewhere and it is understandable that as the 

50s and 60s train spotters turned volunteers 

become increasingly scarce, we should be 

anxious to find ways of perpetuating the 

volunteering phenomenon.   

 



To summarise the situation succinctly, our railways are going to have to worker both harder and 

smarter to secure their future labour force. 

 

Smarter working 

 

For those railways that secure a sustainable, long-term future (perhaps not all), “smarter working” 

might feature: 

 

1. A reduction in the requirement for labour (e.g. automated level crossings, driver-only 

operated off-peak services, unmanned stations [sounds familiar?]}  

 

2. A “blended workforce” (i.e. increased use of  paid staff, supported by volunteers, with one 

paid staff member equivalent to perhaps five or more volunteers). 

 

3. Induction and training of “juniors” based on the principles of education, training and 

youth work in the 2020s rather than the 1930s. 

 

Points (1) and (2), whilst relevant, are outside the remit of this discussion. 

 

How things worked in the past 

A recent discussion on Railforum concerned a letter to the Railway Magazine from a father asking if 

there was a railway club for youngsters as his young son was mad on trains.  The short answer was 

that there wasn’t.  A grandfather joining the discussion opined that: 

“A loco spotters book and a subscription to a good young persons rail club would make an excellent 

present for my grandson” 

Perhaps he was remembering the  Ian Allan Loco Spotters Club, undoubtedly the grandfather of all junior 

railway clubs 

 

If we look at what was happening in the 1950s and 

60s, we find a prototype for the heritage of footplate 

progression.  When old enough to be out of the 

house, the youngster would join the lineside clan, 

doubtless being put right by older members of the 

gathering.  The pages of magazines such as Back 

Track are still full of such stories.   

The school leaving age was raised from 14 to 15 in 

1947 and from 15 to 16 in 1964.  Thus, during the 

heyday of steam, the progression was from train 

spotter at 13 to shed labourer and the bottom of the 

cleaning link at 14.  This is admirably illustrated in the 

LMS film Men of the Footplate.    

What was required of these youngsters was labour 

and a willingness to undertake filthy, backbreaking 

tasks.   

 



It is no coincidence that this changed in 1964 when steam was dying (in part for want of labour) and 

the drive in education was to fulfil Harold Wilson’s 1963 dream of the “white heat of technology”. 

 

We have to ask ourselves whether this is appropriate, whether it is the best way. We have to ask 

carefully and not jump to premature conclusions.  We have to ask what has changed and what has not 

changed – about railways, about education and about young people.   

How do things work now? 

The answer to this question is not entirely known.  Finding it is one of the principal aims of the 

proposed seminar.  However, there are some pointers. First, it has been the author’s experience that 

keen youngsters come to his own youth development group at perhaps twelve years of age with an 

encyclopaedic knowledge of engine and shed numbers.  They know when and where the special trains 

are running and sometimes travel on them.  This seems to be the starting point for those that stick 

with the railway. There is a similarity here with steam age youth. The Ian Allan generation were thirsty 

for knowledge – of locomotive classes, shed numbers, special train workings.  For them this 

information came from two principal sources, the ABC books and the clan of likeminded “spotters” on 

platform ends and footbridges.  Today’s youth do not have the ABC books, but they do have internet 

sites such as Rail Advent.  There is some evidence that they use them, though research is required 

here. Similarly, they may not have the clan gatherings on footbridges, but they do have various social 

media platforms. What these are and how they are used may be a mystery to many adults, but how 

many adults mixed with the spotter clans of the 50s and knew what was said? 

Perhaps we should take note of this. The Railforum discussion revealed the existence of a putative 

web-based “Youth Rail Enthusiasts Association” as well as an attempt to revive the Rail Riders Club 

that was run by BR from 1979 to 1991i.  This is possibly indicative of a need or opportunity that is not 

being met.  Should the HRA be taking an initiative here?  There are various possibilities ranging from 

individual railways offering discounted journeys or perhaps organised shed visits to HRA itself taking 

responsibility for a modern-day, web-based equivalent of Ian Allen.  Steam Riders Club, perhaps? 

Twelve-year-old recruits may know engine numbers or what loco is working the Scarborough Spa 

Express next week, but of the intricate workings of valve gear, or the inside of a smokebox they know 

very little.  If Men of the Footplate is to be taken at face value, the 14 or 15-year-old raw recruits of 

the LMS were little different.  They began to learn the difference between a coupling rod and a 

connecting rod as they began cleaning.  Today’s fourteen-year-olds cannot (officially) do this, even if 

it were best practice, which it may not be.  Is it possible to conceive of alternative methods in tune 

with present day approaches to learning and youth development? Part of the problem concerns the 

expectations we have of young people.  They can and do learn at a much faster pace than that of the 

1940s cleaner/apprentice.  They can become bored or disillusioned correspondingly faster too if not 

The traditional model of footplate progression 

was dead in the water from the 1960s onwards, 

yet it is still found on a fair number of heritage 

railways.  The human resource model has not 

changed fundamentally since the steam era. 

Youngsters effectively progress from train 

spotting to labouring, learning on the job and 

perhaps attending mutual improvement 

classes delivered with a teaching style little 

changed little from the 1930s. 



presented with stimulating new learning challenges. Above all, the pressures on their time from 

competing interests, whether social, cultural or academic have risen significantly.  Can we increase 

recruitment and retention through acknowledging and acting upon these considerations? 

Further to the paper Too Old for Thomas, produced during 2018 after research visits to well-

established youth groups on four railways, four case vignettes are now presented to stimulate thinking 

and discussion about how expectations might be raised. 

 Peter’s Railway 

Peter’s Railway is an interesting initiative that has gathered momentum with growing impact.  It takes 

children beyond Thomas the Tank Engine, aiming to develop interest in engineering and explain how 

steam engines work. It was initially book-based but now has an increasing amount of material on-line, 

including videos and animated diagrams. The upper age limit is currently about twelve, though it has 

the feel of a primary school resource.  How should we respond? How could we align it with our own 

activities, steering youngsters to volunteering? Two member railways (Severn Valley and NYMR) now 

have “a Peter’s Railway Young Engineer’s Centre”.  How is the concept and approach developed 

beyond age twelve to give a more secondary school feel that retains and develops interest towards 

GCSE level?  Christopher Vine has also organised personal appearances with hands-on opportunities 

at other railways (e.g. R&ER) that have generated much excitement and interest.  

 

 

A Child Doing A Man’s Work in a Man’s World 

Perhaps a bizarre diversion at first sight, but it’s where the present author is coming from!   A Child 

Doing a Man’s Work in a Man’s World is the title of the sixth chapter of the author’s book How High 

Should Boys Sing? (Ashgate publishing, 2009).  The chapter gives an account of the high expectations 

that are held of the “work” of cathedral choristers (aged about 9 – 13). The point is made by quoting 

from the chapter: 

It should be clear from the above that choristers are both extremely hard working and remarkably 

proficient musically. They can sight read music that would take an adult ‘note bashing’ choir several 

weeks to learn and bring off a performance on the same day. This has, in the eyes of many people, 

earned them the right to call themselves ‘professionals’. Those unfamiliar with the tradition these boys 

Peter’s Railway now lists model engineering 

societies around the country that welcome school 

visits, where “the model engineers will tell you all 

about how steam engines work. Just like the 

books brought life.” This may point to an effective 

way forwards. The most popular activity ever 

organised by the author for the 12 – 14 year-olds 

in his own youth group was a visit to the well-

known 5” gauge ground level track at Ryedale.  

This was such a success in part because the 

members have the opportunity to learn about 5” 

gauge steam locomotives and sometimes drive 

and fire them on the author’s own small garden 

line. It is undoubtedly the most popular activity 

and it’s all done according to the rule-book and a 

competency system.   

 

 

 



represent and who expect the sound and behaviour of a children’s choir are often amazed and 

impressed by what they see and hear when they encounter it for the first time. . . This chapter takes its 

title from a quote attributed to a former Dean of Lincoln (Fiennes in Woodward, 1984) who sums up 

very well the historic status of the chorister as a worker, a boy labouring alongside men. 

Of course, the “work” undertaken is not safety critical, but it is in every way equivalent to the work of 

trained, adult professionals.  The boys do not sing simplified children’s music, they sing demanding 

works by great composers.  They do not take weeks to learn them, they sight-read them quickly. What 

is important here is the demonstration of what twelve and thirteen-year-olds can do when high 

expectations are held.  The word “work” is used, apparently without censure by the 1933 Act.  Is it 

“work” or is it “education”?  It is the same activity performed by adult workers, but it takes place in a 

choir school.  Rather importantly, ex-choristers tend to stick with their music, some becoming 

volunteer singers in adult choirs, some becoming acclaimed professional musicians. 

 

The Gyermekvasut 

Formerly known as the Young Pioneers’ Railway, the 7 mile 2’6” gauge Gyermekvasut is still running 

as the “children’s railway” near Budapest.  The Young Pioneers was a communist youth movement, 

similar in some ways to scouting, but with an emphasis upon inculcating the correct behaviour and 

attitudes in future workers.  Accordingly, the Pioneers’ Railway set out to model how disciplined staff 

would behave and perform on the ideal state-run railway, working with adolescents up to the age of 

15.  In post-communist Hungary, the railway has been taken over by Hungarian State Railways (MAV).  

According to MAV “It is often called “the greatest child toy of the world,” but it is not entirely true. 

Children aged 10 to 14 control the traffic and commercial services provided but strictly according to 

regulations of any other railway line of the State Railways of Hungary (MAV Zrt).  The engines are 

driven by adult engineers, and children on duty are continuously supervised by adult railway 

employees. Apart from that, children do their jobs, operate the switches and signals, print tickets and 

keep passengers informed, on their own.” 

 

 It is worth considering how the fundamental 

principle, that with high expectations, children might develop high levels of rule-book competency 

and responsibility.  Perhaps this might be done on a miniature railway laid out in the grounds of a 

heritage line?  Perhaps it might be done during a “children’s week” on a heritage line, even if this 

means that there is a competent adult shadowing each child “worker”?  MAV and the Gyermekvasut 

provide an unanswerable case that this could be done with the right will and imagination.  Such 

initiatives would require substantial planning and investment.  But we need to invest in our future 

workforce. 

Circumstances in Hungary are clearly 

different to those in the UK, but the 

operative concept here is “but strictly 

according to regulations of any other railway 

line of the State Railways of Hungary.”  In 

other words, children learn to operate 

according to the rule-book and understand, 

from the age of ten upwards, the principles 

of competency and the responsibilities that 

go with it.  The stress that is placed upon 

public service also resonates with ideas of 

employability and responsibility in adult life. 

 



Alston Signalling School 

Alston Signalling School epitomises the dilemma we face, and a learning curve journeyed by the 

author.  The South Tynedale Railway currently operates two boxes, - a block post at Alston that 

controls the station limits and OTW section, and a further box at Slaggyford that controls the level 

crossing.  A twelve-year-old member of the youth development scheme might visit either box and, in 

the company of a leader and under the direct control of the signaller might be allowed to pull levers, 

wind the gate wheel or issue the token to the driver.  Most youngsters react positively to such 

opportunity, but how is it followed up?  What do they then do between the ages of twelve and 

eighteen?  Where is the progression and learning? 

The first attempt at answering this question was inspired by the Lancashire & Yorkshire Railway 

training model now housed in the NRM.  It seemed a “good idea at the time” to build an Alston version. 

Youngsters could operate it and experiment on it without any of the constraints and fears of safety 

critical and lone working on the actual railway.  The model could also be used for training adults. 

         

youngsters and the project received no practical support from adults on the railway.   Accordingly, we 

have revised our thinking and we now use Block Post Software to teach our young people the 

principles of absolute block.  Unlike the software, which does it for the operator, we require our 

youngsters to make neat entries in the TRB.  It’s interesting to compare the TRB for Yapton Crossing 

with that for Alston!  Our plans, with the benefit of hindsight, are now to construct a 4mm scale model 

that will allow full block working with various challenging scenarios such as blocking back or shunting 

into forward section.  The model will have full-sized block instruments which we are currently 

constructing. 

The key words in learning are pace, challenge and high expectations.  There will doubtless be many 

ways to achieve these goals.  It is the concept that is commended to HRA members for creative 

thought. 

Footnotes.   

(1) Rail Riders.  Since this paper was drafted it has been announced that Rail Riders is definitely 
to be revived.  According to an announcement in Rail Advent: 

It soon became apparent that once a train disappears 

down the OTW section, there isn’t much to do in Alston 

box.  With a mere three trains a day, the pace is 

extremely slow and the level of challenge for an 

enthusiastic twelve-year-old who seriously wants to 

progress in railway work is low.  Moreover, the 

opportunity to learn principles of absolute block 

working simply do not exist. There are no block 

instruments or bells and 90% of what signalling is about 

is therefore missed.  Youngsters may well get the 

wrong idea. 

The other major learning point has been that the 

construction of a miniature 22 lever frame with wire 

operated signals proved to be an unsuitable task for 

 

 

 

 

 



“The club is for avid rail enthusiasts who are back after nearly 30 years since the iconic British Rail fan 
club closed. It is being revived by railway accessory supplier, Bufferbeam. 

Bufferbeam has been selling merchandise with the classic club logo on for more than a year and the 
feedback about the club inspired the plan to bring it back. At its height in the 1980s, Rail Riders had 
more than 80,000 members, including one of the people behind the revival, Simon Buxton. 

The new club will be open to enthusiasts of all ages, not just 5 to 15-year-olds. Rail Riders is working 
with various preserved railways to offer discounts to members and is in discussions with model 
railway shops and railway book publishers. Bufferbeam’s parent company applied for and obtained 
Trademark protection on all Rail Riders logos to ensure that the club could retain the original name 
and distinctive logo so fondly remembered by former members. The Rail Riders Express magazine will 
return with members receiving four issues per year, containing a wide range of features and 
competitions. There will also be a passbook that members can get stamped at participating locations 
to encourage trips to museums, heritage railways and other locations.” 

This is a development we should actively monitor with interest. 

(2) Gyermekvasut . An article on the Budapest Children’s Railway also appeared in the October 
2019 issue of Narrow Gauge World! 

 

Perhaps we should be monitoring this and learning from it?   To repeat the point made earlier, it is 
not that we can’t promote anything such as this because of current legislation, it is that were the 
legislation to be repealed, we need to make sure we promote high expectations – not being content 
with giving 10 -14 year olds low level, undemanding tasks that contribute little to their education or 
personal development. 

Weblinks 

https://www.railadvent.co.uk/2019/10/rail-riders-is-returning-after-nearly-30-years.html 

https://www.railadvent.co.uk/2019/10/rail-riders-is-returning-after-nearly-30-years.html


https://disappearingbudapest.blogspot.com/2008/11/pioneers-and-childrens-railway.html 

https://books.openedition.org/ceup/2428 
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