Profile
BASSENTHWAITE
LAKE STATION

The mystery of
the roadside
rail attraction

The arrival of a French steam engine to Bassenthwaite may have been Cumbria’s worst kept
secret but the soon to open feature is already taking people on a trip down memory lane
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T

he sight of a steam engine lying at the side of
the Cockermouth-bound A66 may leave
visitors wondering, and not just how a
French SNCF Class 241 locomotive and
coaches found their way to Cumbria.
For those in the know, of course, there is
no mystery around the location since they are aware that
what is now a road was once a railway. Situated on the
former Cockermouth, Keswick and Penrith line, Bassenthwaite Lake station saw holidaymakers and haulage alike
pass between its platforms from 1865 to 1966, when the
Beeching cuts put an end to the station’s operation.
However, the origins of the train itself is literally the
stuff of fiction. A full-scale replica of the model featured in
Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express, it is the
train that appears in the 2017 film adaptation of the
best-selling writer’s world-famous novel.
Its presence at Bassenthwaite has already lured
numerous knowledgeable locomotive lovers to the site,
hovering beyond the white-painted fence at the boundary
of the Station House scrutinising the train’s historical
accuracy. Curious walkers pause to snap photos, puzzling
at the purpose of this looming presence neighbouring
Dubwath Silver Meadows, and the refurbishment of the site
has already garnered plenty of media attention.
Simon and Diana Parums bought the site in April 2019,
after Diana, whose grandparents lived in the Old Vicarage
at Routenbeck, watched the station fall into a state of
disrepair over the years.
Originally from Manchester, Diana came to the Lake
District for all her childhood holidays, staying at her
grandparents’ house. “I witnessed the station becoming
completely derelict over time,” she explains. “At the point
at which we were looking to buy, there was no roof on the
station building and the pair of signalmen’s cottages had
trees growing out of them.”
As Bassenthwaite village residents, Simon and Diana
originally intended to buy only the Station House, but upon
noticing the commercial potential for the station site they
negotiated the sale of both from two separate vendors.
Their plan was to establish an attraction that would draw
more day-trippers to the area, and a quirky holiday let by
the lake. Granted planning permission by the National Park
Authority, the Parums’ plans began to gather momentum.
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“The planners were very supportive and helpful. What
they are hoping for is that when people come up to this
end of the North Lakes, they don’t just come for one thing,
but stay for the day. When we were putting together our
business plan, it became apparent that the station building
alone is just too small to be a long-term, viable business. A
very small café perhaps, but we had to look for a way to
extend it, and we thought of a carriage,” explains Diana.
“We went to a specialist haulage yard down in Stoke to
look at a very run-down carriage, which turned out to be
full of asbestos and totally unfit for purpose. What we were
offered next is the salon carriage that we are now sitting in.
It was a lot of money, but we worked out that it would cost
around the same amount to build an extension, and we
decided it was much more fun to actually have a train in
the station.”
After the original buyer for the remaining train and
carriages was unable to secure overseas shipping, Simon
and Diana were offered next refusal. It was an opportunity
they couldn’t ignore.
“Simon and I decided that it was the opportunity of a
lifetime, and so hook line and sinker, we sold our own
house to buy the train and instead of the Station House
becoming a holiday let, it is now home,” Diana says.
The train, convincingly accurate and adorned with Art
Deco detailing in the carriages, came complete with all
manner of props. There is a heap of coal in the engine’s
firebox and a brass speed gauge, and it is finished in
astonishing detail with rivets that look deceptively metallic,
until you give them a tap.
Whilst unapologetically not a real engine, the train is a
feat of engineering in its own right. Both the carriages and
the engine are slightly wider than the real deal, in order to
accommodate cameras during their Hollywood film set
days. In their latest incarnation as dining and function
rooms, this extra space will allow for a little more elbow
room as visitors enjoy their locally sourced lunches on
board.
The delicate process of digging out the old track bed,
which over the years had become buried and barely
distinguishable beneath the encroaching brambles, began
in June 2019.
“The old track bed had completely disappeared,”
explains Diana. “There were little signs, the odd stone
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Memories of
Bassenthwaite Lake Station

for bird watchers, and there are red squirrels among the
towering trees that border the station.
“We have imminent plans for a section of the meadow
behind us, we want to really let it go wild and become a
proper wildflower field, and we have a bank of naturalised
snowdrops which are spectacular,” says Diana.
The marsh itself is permeated by the overflow culvert
from Bassenthwaite Lake and as such, the water level
fluctuates throughout the year, creating different habitats.
The wetland is already home to a brand-new brood of
ducklings, and the Parums are working with local conservationists to monitor invasive species and encourage
native Cumbrian wildlife to flourish on the site.
The ethos of sustainability is continued in the station
café which is set to serve a varied menu to suit a multitude
of dietary needs.
“Recycling and reusing are fundamental for us and we
will use as little plastic as we possibly can in the café. All
of our food sourcing and suppliers will start at local level,
and if we have no other option then that will extend
outwards, but we want to keep it as Cumbrian as possible,”
Diana explains.
Steaming ahead for an August opening, the station is set
to be an fascinating amalgamation of engineering, accessibility, Agatha Christie, conservation and curiosity. The
grandiose silhouette of the steam train might seem like the
site’s main attraction, but looking beyond the station gates,
the carefully restored stonework is steeped in history, the
carriages emanate romance and mystery and the luscious
green surrounds are teeming with native wildlife. Bassenthwaite is on track to be an intriguing addition to the North
Lakes.

JOHN ALSOP COLLECTION C. 1904

Mary Brewis, of High Side, now 84, spent many
family holidays in Bassenthwaite as a child, and
fondly recalls the excitement of arriving at ‘Bass
Lake’, particularly during the Second World War.
“During the war there wasn’t petrol other than for
essential jobs, so we travelled by train from Durham
where we lived. The journey involved a number of
changes and took all day, but you just accepted that. I
particularly remember the cross-Pennine bit of it, and
that we then came to Penrith and got the train from
there to Bass Lake.
“I clearly remember arriving at the station and
thinking: ‘This is where we get off!’. It was terribly
exciting to be there. There were five of us; my uncle
and aunt, my mother, brother and me, I’d have been
around seven or eight. I can picture the ticket office
and its big glass window, beautifully clean, and my
brother stepping off the train with five gas masks
festooned around his neck.
“I had been given a very basic camera and I
remember taking a picture of a train that had arrived
at the station. My aunt told me to wait until the train
had gone, that it was spoiling the view! I remember so
clearly that photo, the steam puffing out of the funnel,
perfectly reflected in the lake.”

JOHN ATTFIELD, 1965

where you could scrape the moss away and see where
there had once been something.”
Simon spent about four months digging out the track
bed in conjunction with a tree feller who worked to
remove the hedges that were unstable with lack of root
space. “We had to do it with a really small digger because
the original platform wall was still there, and we had to be
careful the roots didn’t pull that away.”
Upon discovering that much of the original platform
edge had disappeared over time, the Parums had the
remnants stone-matched and restored in Lazonby red
sandstone. Whilst painstaking and arduous at times, Diana
muses that the whole process was quite magical.
“Day by day, it was like the station was opening its
eyes. It was a real bit of archaeology and so exciting,” she
says.
The Parums always intended to restore the station as
sympathetically as possible, with much-needed refurbishments that didn’t detract from its primary purpose. But
with a site that spans so many decades, just how do you
choose an era to replicate?
“Because the train itself is Agatha Christie, we decided
the 1930s was the right fit. It’s an era that is very evocative
of romance and we liked the ‘blood and custard’ colour
scheme which people recognise as being traditional
railway colours,” explains Diana.
“In restoring the station’s features, as we’ve scraped
away layers of paint, we’ve uncovered all the different
colours of the different eras. That itself has been a real
historical exploration.”
Simon and Diana are building their business on sound
ethical underpinnings including sustainability, provenance,
a national living wage for all workers and careful consideration of the environment that surrounds the station. In the
refurbishment process, they repurposed materials
including wood from the felled trees that had become
unsafe and salvaged bricks from dilapidated buildings on
the site.
The station is poised on the edge of the stunning
Dubwath Silver Meadows Nature Reserve, a scenic spot in
the North Lakes with a wheelchair and buggy-friendly
boardwalk. Diana believes that the station café will be a
welcome addition to the area, with the inclusion of an
accessible toilet and washroom, and step-free pathways
throughout the station and woodland walk.
“‘Access for all’ is a really big deal for us, you speak to
so many people who know a wheelchair user who
struggles to access these sorts of places. It’s those facilities
that ensure people don’t miss out on things they love
doing,” says Diana. “We’re using the existing platform
which is about 150 metres long and has a firm gravel
surface, suitable for wheels all the way down to the
bottom.
“We’ve reused stone from the signalmen’s cottages to
create the wall that returns the platform back along the
woodlands all the way down to the marshes. We have
rejuvenated the old hedge, repurposing the bigger limbs
that had to be removed as edging and, where it was
necessary to fell unsafe trees, we have left the remnants on
site to assist with the ecology of the area. They’ll become
habitats as they break down and rot.”
A number of remaining tree stumps have also been
sculpted into rustic artworks that reflect the resident flora
and fauna. Hides will provide a comfortable vantage point

Reverend Roland Nicholson, a retired priest now
aged 81, has vivid memories of Bassenthwaite
Lake Station from 1948 until its closure.
“My father worked on the railway and was the
freight rolling stock inspector for the Preston Control
Area with Bassenthwaite being the furthest station he
had to visit.
“My earliest memory is that of catching a very
early train from Preston to Penrith then the train from
Penrith to Bassenthwaite Lake, with the engine being a
very old ‘Cauliflower’. On arrival at Bassenthwaite my
father and mother would have a chat with the station
master who kept the station spotless with wonderful
flower beds and not a weed in sight.
“Sitting on the platform watching the trains from
steam to diesel, the cattle wagons in the sidings along
with the railway camping coaches. Bassenthwaite Lake
Station is a place that I can never forget.”

CUMBRIA LIFE / JULY 2021 / 51

JOHN ATTFIELD, 1965

JOHN ALSOP COLLECTION C. 1904

JOHN ALSOP, 1966

Mavis Lusher, 72, of Carlisle, lived in one of the
station’s signalman’s cottages from 1955-1972.
Her father, Jim Wilkinson, was the porter for the
station.
“You got to know the times of the trains and you
could almost tell the time by the noise they made. If a
train came in quietly and went out noisily it was going
to Keswick, if it came in noisily and went out quietly it
was going towards Cockermouth and you knew that it
was time to get up and get ready for school. If it was
the earlier train you knew that you’d got another half
an hour or so in bed.
“When I was a little bit older, I’d come home from
school on the bus and I remember going and sitting up
in the signal box with my dad and Mr Little that lived
next door. Mr Little would spend most of his day
polishing the chrome handles and things that we
weren’t allowed to touch.
“There was always a roaring fire in the office, and a
high desk and stool that I used to like to sit on. It
perhaps wasn’t that high really, but when you’re a
child things seem much bigger. I remember dad
perched at that big, high desk issuing tickets from the
little window.
“My dad wasn’t much of a gardener and he would
be grumbling every time he had to tidy the garden for
station competitions. He would trim the hedges by
hand as there wasn’t electric trimmers in those days.
It certainly wasn’t his favourite job. At the weekends
my mother would help to clean the camping coaches
that were in the sidings, and we had a little allotment
there too. It was just home to us.”

Do you have any memories or old pictures of
Bassenthwaite Lake Station? Please share them with us
via Feedback, email: news@cumbrialife.co.uk or write to
The Editor, Cumbria Life, Newspaper House, Dalston
Road, Carlisle CA2 5UA
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