
 
Hobbies 
We are railing: Britain embraces the joys of the humble train set 
Rod Stewart has led the way as kids and bigger kids rediscover the pleasure of laying tracks in the 
attic 
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 Ben Martin and son Phoenix playing on the 75ft Scalextric track in their loft. Photograph: Will 
Edgecombe 

It started with a standard Scalextric set: two slot cars, some track, a 10-year-old boy and his 
enthusiastic father. Six months later, Ben Martin has a 75ft raceway in his loft and a growing 
collection of cars. 

“I went down a rabbit hole with my son,” Martin said. “There was a time when the postman was 
bringing track every day. He was laughing, ‘What’s all this about?’ But you can never have too many 
straights. It’s fulfilling a childhood dream. I played with Scalextric with my brother and I always 
wanted a track in the loft that lived there, that you could use whenever you wanted, not just taking 
over the living room for a few days before your parents made you pack it up and maybe get it out 
months later.” 

Martin is not alone. Slot cars, model railways and model-making have boomed during the 
pandemic. Hornby, that stalwart of the British hobbyist industry, said last month it had seen far 
higher sales between April and August than expected. Peco, which makes tracks and scenery, is 
struggling to keep up with demand. And hobby shops have seen a huge increase in customers. 

Hattons has supplied customers in Widnes and beyond for decades, and Richard Davies, the 
managing director, said sales had been “a blur”. 
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 Hornby saw sales increase dramatically during lockdown. Photograph: Guy Bell/Alamy 

“We’ve been inundated with orders,” he said. “Last year, people were buying three and a half items 
on average, but in March and April that went up to seven or eight. We were about 50% up. 

“The whole crisis has prompted people to take a look at how they use their time – people think 
they’ve been spending too much time at work, and now they want to make the model railway that’s 
been on their mind for the last 20 years.” 

Some are new model enthusiasts, like the Martin family. Others, such as Chris Chewter in 
Oxfordshire, are established hobbyists who have had more hours to invest in getting a little closer to 
perfection. 

For the last five years, Chewter and his daughter have been recreating Tetbury station in 
Gloucestershire, which was a victim of the Beeching railway closures. 

The layout is a “small piece of utopia where the sun is always shining and the world is Covid-free”, 
Chewter said. “I’ve always wanted to take a real location and model it as close to scale as I possibly 
could. There’s something about making a model when it looks like it’s been shot by a Bond villain’s 
shrink-ray that captures my imagination.” 

Steve Haynes, Peco’s sales and export manager, said: “It appeals to people who have artistic flair, to 
people who have a technical mind because they like the electronics, to people who have an interest 
in history. It stimulates the mind.” 

Peco had to shut its factory in Devon for five weeks at the start of the pandemic. “Now we’re trading 
at a much higher level this year than we were last year, even with that disruption,” Haynes said. 
“We’re recruiting more staff and we’re still behind the curve – the demand is relentless. Some of our 
retail customers have seen more business than at Christmas.” 

It helps that model railways now have a stamp of celebrity approval, and geek culture is not merely 
tolerated but feted. Rod Stewart was proud to show off his extraordinary reconstruction of an 
American city to Railway Modeller magazine last year. The sprawling layout of 1940s cars, trains and 
skyscrapers is 125ft by 23ft, and he is reportedly shipping it back to Essex from Beverly Hills. 
Musician Jools Holland, another enthusiast, has recreated the Channel tunnel and 1960s London. 
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 Singer Rod Stewart’s amazing American diorama. Photograph: Steve Crise/PA 

“There are plenty of people showing off their model railways on Instagram,” Davies said. “When I 
was 15, I was embarrassed by my model railway. I didn’t want anyone at school to know about it. It 
seems like we’ve moved forward.” 

Hornby, which owns many of the brands in British model shops, had been in the doldrums for some 
time, but its fortunes turned a corner after Lyndon Davies took over as chief executive three years 
ago. Stock market rules prevent him from revealing details before its interim results in November, 
but he is ebullient. 

“Whenever there’s a national crisis, people turn inwards and look for things of comfort,” he said. 
“And we’ve tried to give people more fun.” 

Hornby now makes Scalextric models of Batman and Joker cars, and Del Boy’s Reliant van from Only 
Fools and Horses. The track was more reliable now, Davies said, and customers also liked controlling 
their trains and cars with mobile phone apps. 

“I had a race with my grandson, he had Superman, I had the Reliant Robin,” Davies said. They have a 
range of Yellow Submarine buses and trains that has launched in time for Christmas.” 

“It’s so wholesome and innocent, and there’s absolutely nothing negative about it,” Ben Martin said. 
“It’s not like screen time. Everyone is interested. We’ve had load of visitors in the loft, from six-year-
olds to my uncle in his 70s. 

“But I’m done now. I’ve got enough track. We’ve started collecting Star Wars figures.” 

• This article was amended on 25 October 2020 to add a photographer credit to the main image. 

 
 
 

30,000-brick Lego train makes a stop in city 

centre 

The model train is made from about 30,000 bricks Image: Grand Central 
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A FOUR-metre long Lego train has made the journey from Grand Central's 

headquarters on Rougier Street to the city centre. 

The train is on display at York Visitor Information Centre - for residents and visitors 

to take a look during half term and Christmas. 

And it was carefully constructed by professional Lego model builder Simon Mayes, 

director of Brick This. The replica Class 180 Adelante is made of about 30,000 bricks 

and has a full internal lighting system. 

Grand Central managing director Richard McClean said: “It’s not often we take this 

particular train out for a spin but when Visit York got in touch to ask if the model 

could take pride-of-place in the Visitor Information Centre we were more than happy 

to wave it off. It also serves as a reminder that both Grand Central and York’s huge 

range of attractions are open for business and welcoming responsible visitors.” 

 

History of Honiton Station captured to mark 160th anniversary 
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The official launch of the booklet on October 20 at Allhallows Museum. (L-R): Richard 

Burningham, Martin Long, Dan Wright and Margaret Lewis. Picture: Nick Boggon 
 
 

 
October 20 saw the launch of a project by The Friends of Honiton Station to celebrate the 160th 

anniversary of the railway line through East Devon. 
 
Although they were not able to mark the actual anniversary in July because of the lockdown, the 
group planned to mount a display of photographs at the station and to issue a commemorative 
booklet telling the history of the station as soon as restrictions were lifted sufficiently. 

The booklet was researched and written by the Chairman, Martin Long. 
 
The display is now on show in the station waiting room, and includes several photographs from the 
extensive collection held by Allhallows Museum in Honiton, including a picture taken of the front of 
the station in 1907. 
 
The illustrated booklet tells the story of Honiton Station, beginning in 1851 when the townsfolk of 
Honiton signed a petition demanding that the Mayor call a public meeting to discuss how best to 
campaign for a railway line through the town. 
 
Plans had already been drawn up, but they would have led to the railway passing south of Honiton, 
which would have been left at the end of a short branch line, cut off from a direct route to Exeter or 
to London. 
 
The town’s two MPs were dispatched with a small delegation to lobby the railway company to bring 
the railway through Honiton. 
 



The first train pulled into Honiton on July 18 1860. Ominously, as the train arrived through the 
pouring rain, there was a solar eclipse. 

The ill omens proved accurate. Two weeks later a train derailed near Feniton, causing part of the 
line to be seriously damaged. 
 
However, it was quickly rebuilt. And remarkably, considering how long it took to build the extended 
passing loop at Axminster ten years ago, the whole route from Salisbury to Exeter which opened as a 
single-track railway, was converted to double track in only a year. 
 
One of the greatest features of the line though East Devon is Honiton tunnel. It cost £70,000 to build 
- more than £8.5 million today - and is lined with 11 million bricks. 
 
The commemorative booklet was funded by the Devon and Cornwall Rail Partnership and South 
Western Railway who now operate the line. 

Partnership Manager, Richard Burningham, said: “We are delighted to be able to help the Friends 
of Honiton Station celebrate the 160th anniversary of the opening of the Yeovil to Exeter railway and 
with it, Honiton station. 
 
“This is a period of many significant local railway anniversaries. 

"In December, it will be five years since Cranbrook Station opened, and next May it will be fifty 
years since Sidmouth Junction reopened as Feniton, one of the first Beeching closures to be 
reversed.” 
 
South Western Railway have supported the project by installing a new display frame for the 
historical photographs. 

Their Community Rail Manager, Andy Harrrowell said: “Whilst it has been a hard year for our 
station adopters, it’s been lovely to see the Friends of Honiton use the time constructively to 
progress the work on this booklet, as well as setting up a newsletter to keep its members informed 
and a website to promote themselves further in the area. 

 



View of Honiton Station in 1907. Picture: Allhallows Museum by kind permission of the Trustees 
 

 
"We are sure that our passengers and the local community will enjoy learning more about the 

station through the booklet and the display in our waiting room.” 
 
Also present at the official launch of the booklet on was Dan Wright from the Community Rail 
Network, which supports and advises Station Adoption Groups such as The Friends of Honiton 
Station. 

He added: “Community Rail is all about connecting communities with their railways, just as those 
connections were first forged 160 years ago. 

"It’s great to see The Friends of Honiton celebrating and publicising the history of their local 
station and explaining its importance to the town, not to mention finding a way of using the difficult 
period of lockdown to progress this valuable project.” 
 
Copies of the free booklet were presented to the curator of Allhallows Museum, Margaret Lewis. 

They are now available from the Museum shop on Tuesdays and Saturdays from 10am to 2pm. 
Chair of The Friends of Honiton Station, Martin Long said: “I hope that many local people will 

collect a copy of the booklet, and read all about their station. 

 
Display of photographs in Station Waiting Room. Picture: Nick Boggon 
 

 
"It has a long and fascinating history, as well as an exciting future if plans for a new twice-hourly 

service to Exeter ever come to fruition. 
 
“We are grateful to everyone who has supported this project to mark the anniversary, including 
South Western Railway and the Devon and Cornwall Rail Partnership. 

"I am especially grateful to Allhallows Museum for giving me access to their archives, and for 
making these booklets available in their shop. 



 
“Hopefully, lots of people will visit the Museum shop and help keep this amazing local resource 
going at what is an incredibly difficult time for them.” 

 

 

 

Bombardier Wins Arriva CrossCountry Contract 
 
A Train maintenance contract has been agreed between Bombardier Transportation and Arriva 
CrossCountry which is worth £248 million over three years. There is also an option to extend for a 
fourth year. The news follows the announcement by the Department for Transport that it has 
awarded Arriva a three year contract to keep running CrossCountry until October 2023. The DfT 
contract is essentially risk-free for Arriva, because the DfT will collect the revenue and pay the costs. 

The deal with Bombardier provides for the cleaning, overhaul and servicing of 34 Class 220 
Voyagers and 24 Class 221 Super Voyagers, which are owned by Beacon Rail. The main depot for this 
work will continue to be at Central Rivers, near Burton-on-Trent in Staffordshire, but routine 
overnight work is also carried out at a number of outstations on the CrossCountry network between 
Inverness and Penzance. 

CrossCountry managing director Tom Joyner said: “We’re really pleased to continue our 
relationship with Bombardier to maintain our Voyager and Super Voyager fleet. The Voyagers are a 
key part of our fleet.” 

UK president of Bombardier Matt Byrne added: “This important contract extension is a reflection 
of our excellent relationship with Arriva, and the hard work and professionalism of our Central Rivers 
team who deliver day in, day out.” 
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