
My lords, former First Minister, councillors, fellow railway heritage supporters and 

enthusiasts, ladies and gentlemen. 

 

I am going to start on a slightly negative and critical note – not critical of the fantastic 

effort that has gone into creating this marvellous programme of events surrounding 

the 60th anniversary – but critical of those politicians and civil servants who in 1957 

took what I regard as the shameful decision to deprive a huge part of the United 

Kingdom – and Ireland too – of their railways. 

 

To describe what happened I can do no better than to quote the opening words of a 

marvellous article by Neil Sprinks in the September edition of Railway Magazine. He 

wrote this: 

 

“Sixty years ago, late at night on Monday, September 30, 1957, silence fell for ever 

on 98 miles of the passenger system of the Great Northern Railway in the UK’s 

province of Northern Ireland. 

 

“Among the places affected were Armagh, a county town and ecclesiastical capital of 

all Ireland, together with Enniskillen, the county town of Fermanagh. 

 

“These lines also carried freight, while a separate eight-mile GNR freight-only line 

closed as well. Also cut off were three stations and eight miles of the GNR in the 

Republic of Ireland. Furthermore, the 43-mile long Sligo, Leitrim & Norther Counties 

Railway lost its main traffic outlet at Enniskillen, with this railway having no 

alternative but to close down as well. More than 150 miles of railway went in one 

single swoop.” 

 

Neil Sprinks’ article continues: 

 

“The GNR closures came about at the behest of the Northern Ireland Government, 

which for more than 20 years or more had displayed a distinctly pro-road/anti-rail 

attitude. Among the objectors to the closures were not only the passengers and 

freight customers of the lines involved, together with the usual business, trade, and 

local government bodies, but the organisation that actually ran the trains – the Great 

Northern Railway Board.” 

 

There’s lots more in Neil Sprinks’ article, and it’s illustrated by many of his own 

photographs which we can see at the exhibition in Enniskillen library. My favourite is 

that of the horse-drawn tram on the Fintona branch. The willing animal which 

provided this was always called “Dick” regardless of its sex. The tram – but not the 

horse – can be seen in the museum at Cultra. 

 

Ten and more years later we on the mainland had to endure something similar with 

the implementation of the Beeching Report. We saw what happens to railways when 

economists and bean-counters are let loose with an approach which pretends to 

know the cost of everything but the value of nothing. Whole swathes of the country, 



particularly in Scotland, Wales and rural England, were deprived of their railways, but 

I doubt whether there were many areas where the closures were as brutal and 

irreversible as here in Fermanagh and north-west Ireland. 

 

As some of you may know, my co-author and I have had published two books on the 

politics of the railways in Great Britain. We have been commissioned to write a third, 

and have decided to include within it an account of what really happened on this side 

of the Irish Sea 60 years ago. Who knows what dark secrets we shall uncover as we 

delve into the archives and records of that time? 

 

That’s enough politics. I just want to say what a pleasure it is to be with your Lord 

Lieutenant and my parliamentary friend, Viscount Brookeborough, here today, and 

Lord O’Neill, who has personally and with his family done so much for the cause of 

railway heritage in Northern Ireland. I am so sorry that I cannot be with him and 

Robin Morton and members of the RPSI at the formal opening of the marvellous 

Whitehead Railway Museum next month. 

 

I am also pleased to see the former First Minister, back here in her home town of 

Enniskillen. I first met Arlene Foster last year, appropriately enough on a train. We 

both attended the commemoration of the centenary of the Battle of the Somme, and 

on the Eurostar back to London we chatted about railways in Northern Ireland, and 

she told me how much she regretted not being able to take a train from Belfast to 

Enniskillen. 

 

Perhaps she is now in a position to do something about that. What a wonderful 

infrastructure project restoring the railway would be! As a UK taxpayer I certainly 

wouldn’t object. 

 

My time is almost up, and I finish where I started at the earlier ceremony at which the 

Headhunters Railway Museum and Barber’s Shop received the wonderful Queen’s 

Award for Voluntary Service from the Lord Lieutenant Viscount Brookeborough. 

Without them, and Selwyn Johnston in particular, the memory of Fermanagh’s 

railways, and those across the border, would have been largely lost to today’s 

generations. 

 

The railways may have gone, but thanks to Headhunters and to the marvellous 

heritage volunteers, their memory will never be forgotten. 

 

On behalf of all of who care about our great railway heritage, I say thank you to 

them. 


