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THE RAILWAY THROUGH NICHOLFOREST 
By 

Joan Robson (2008) 
 

In the Railway Building era of the mid 19th Century it was proposed to construct a railway 
through the Central Borders. 
 
In 1850 a plan was drawn up to take the route from Carlisle through Longtown, Kirkandrews, 
Canonbie, Langholm, Ewes Vale and onwards to Hawick.  The Engineers Blyth and Jopp 
pointed out the fact that this proposed route would cross rivers eleven times near Hawick. 
 
Negotiations continued in the next few years until 1858 when another plan was proposed to 
take the route through Liddesdale.  This route was to be known as the Border Union Railway.  
Later it was renamed the Waverley Route. 
 
Investigation began into land ownership and the following were recorded:- 
 
Kershopefoot, owner William Henry Charlton of Hesleyside near Bellingham and occupied by 
Walter Maxwell and Margaret Armstrong.  The route also crossed land owned by Sir James 
Graham of Netherby and occupied by Reginald Graham, John Underwood, John Millican, 
Margaret Palmer, John Forster and Mary Broatch.  A nearby limekiln was owned by Sir 
James Graham and let to John Brown.  Jane Storey owned land let to Mary Broatch.  George 
Tinniswood owned land let to John Jeffrey, Andrew Little and William Little.  Penton House, 
offices and pleasure ground was owned by George Tinniswood.  Further land was owned by 
George, Ellen, Francis and John Armstrong. 
 
Later in the same year, 1858 there was great indignation that the proposal of the Liddesdale 
route was out of favour as the Parliamentary decision via Langholm, Moss Paul etc.  A 
petition by the supporters of the Liddesdale route was sent to the House of Lords.  Mr R 
Hodgson, a border man and MP for Northumberland strongly recommended that the railway 
must go through Liddesdale stating that there were good quarries at Moat and limestone beds 
at Peterscrook where the mineral was to be found in great abundance.  This projected route 
would be near a coalfield at Lawston (a drift mine and bell pits can still be seen).  The coal 
could be transported by train to the Hawick hosiery mills which had a big demand for this 
mineral.  A short distance from this route was the Leagair Limeworks, where works had been 
in operation for 50 years. 
 
In 1859 all were awaiting the Parliamentary decision as to which route would be preferred and 
it was said that bets were being taken!!  Finally on the 21st July 1859 the Border Union 
Railway received its Royal Assent (Royal Assent would be some months after the decision in the 
House).  A Langhomite, Robert Smellie, heard a rumour that the line was passing through 
Langholm.  The Town Band turned out, church bells were rung and the people cheered when 
it was suggested, “Let’s gaun up tae the Monument and see how Copshaw folk are takin their 
defeat”.  The jubilation was however short-lived for soon after sunset that night the hilltops of 
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Liddlesdale were aflame with bonfires.  Mr Hodgson and his followers had won at last.  Work 
began immediately and except for the occasional spell of bad weather the project went ahead 
at great speed. 
 
Many shanty towns sprang up near the works and the 1861 Census shows 1218 inhabitants of 
Nicholforest of which there were 400 construction workers living in huts and lodgings.  There 
were 16 huts recorded and sometimes there were up to 20 people living in some of the huts.  
There were women and children living with the men and the conditions must have been grim 
with none of the facilities as we know today.  Houses near the works were used by lodgers – a 
good income for the poor householders.  At Blowtown or Blowlowing was a railway overseer, 
John Macdonald, with his wife and four young children and five Irish navvies.  Where would 
they all sleep?  Peterscrook, Old Hall, Nookfoot, Stonegate, Black Moss, Drake Mire, 
Nookgate, Knowhead, Hirsthead, Stonegarthside, New Houses, Kershopefoot, Pasturehead 
and Catlowdy Cottage are listed as having lodgers. 
 
Of the occupations of the workers there were railway contractor masons, joiners, carters, 
woodmen, stone cutters, quarrymen, wagon drivers, manual borers, blacksmiths, timekeepers 
and mining engineers to name but few. 
 
During the construction scurvy broke out and there were frequent drunken riots.  Drink was 
taken to the navvies by the cart load.  Fatal accidents occurred and there was a murder near 
the Bridge Inn. 
 
The local hiring fairs were busier than usual when more workers were required.  At a hiring 
fair in 1860, 200 more men were required for the work near Newcastleton. 
 
Within three years of commencing construction the section between Scotch Dyke and 
Newcastleton opened to traffic on 1st March 1862.  The following report appears in the 
Eskdale and Liddesdale Advertiser:- 
 
“The engine on and on it sped, snorting its greeting to the admiring crowd and ended its first 
journey, hitherto unexplored at the foot of the Hermitage Water.  Some of the rail-men made this 
first trial trip from Scotsdyke to Hermitage Waterfoot.  This part of the line will be ready for 
passenger traffic in a week or so, so that Newcastletonians will be in immediate and direct 
communication with the south and west.” 
 
This of course also applied to the residents of Nicholforest.  On the 1st July 1862 the first 
passenger train travelled throughout the route, the other sections having been completed 
previously. 
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It is quite amazing to think that this mammoth task was completed in three years.  Culverts, 
drainage, cattle creeps, cuttings, embankments and a three arch bridge over the road near 
Penton House were all constructed with the utmost skill and precision. 
 

It is interesting to note that no payments were made to the landowners over which the railway 
passed.  Instead they were issued with shares.  In October 1862 a meeting of shareholders was 
held and the directors of the Border Union Railway recommended ordinary shares at 11 
percent per annum.  I have been told by a descendent of one of the landowners that in fact 
very little money was paid out and that payments eventually ceased.  Mr Millican, whilst 
travelling on the train pulled the communication chord near Peterscrook.  He asked to alight 
from the train as he said it was on his land.  I understand he had to pay the penalty.   
 
The years 1862 and 1863 saw a vast increase in the movement of people and livestock.  Cattle 
and sheep were taken from local auctions to the station for transit far and wide.  An advert for 
Penton auction mart advertised for sale 1,000 head of sheep and 350 head of cattle. 
 
The coming of the railway meant that local people could now travel far afield.  Several 
footpaths were created – all to the new stations.   One footpath crossed fields from 
Stonegarthside Hall to Kershopefoot Station and a bridleway from Burnsheils in Bewcastle 
parish crossed Kershopefoot Hill to the station.  A path from Catlowdy went by Simon’s 
Onset, Warwicksland, Haithwaite Farm and down through a field to Penton station.  Another 
came from the Scottish side and crossed the River Liddel by a swing bridge (destroyed by a 
flood several years ago), up to Blowlown and then to the station.  A path from Penton Mill 
passed Shankend House and went along the wood to the station.  The Lesley family from 
Sheiling Moss crossed the Liddel by stepping-stones at Kilnholm then up the lane and across 
the Chapel Burn and through the wood.  If the river was in flood a much longer route was 
taken by road. 
 
 
 
 

Road Bridge 
(Penton House) 
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The beginning of travel by rail was becoming very popular and timetables were published 
weekly on the front pages of local newspapers. 
 
 
 Weekdays 
  Carlisle  dep    8.15     2.05     4.20     6.17 
  Newcastleton dep    9.19     2.55     5.22     7.16 
  Edinburgh  arr    12.50     5.40       -           - 
  
 Sundays 
  Carlisle  dep     6.50am   4.00pm 
 
 From the front page of the Eskdale and Liddesdale Advertiser 4 January 1865 
 
Queen Victoria travelled on this route and in her journal of 21 August 1867 the following is 
recorded: 
 
 “After having breakfast at Carlisle Station the train proceeded along such a pretty line through very pretty 
country, through Eskdale and past Netherby as far as Riddings and then leaving the Esk entered LIddesdale, the 
railway running along the Liddel Water and then onwards to Riccarton Station where it stopped for a moment.” 
 
The Railway was increasing in importance.  Peterscrook lime was advertised for sale and as a 
siding had been placed, this valuable land sweetening commodity was easily transported. 
 
In 1868 it was reported in the Hawick Adverteriser that Sir Roderick Murchison and the 
distinguished savants will arrive at Penton station by Special train, accompanied by Mr 
Gibson whose geological work we noted some time ago.  After investigating the interesting 
geological sections of the Border District they will return by the North Tyne Route to Kielder 
Castle where each will be provided food by the Duke of Northumberland. 
 
In a newspaper of 23 June 1869 we read: 
 

“On Sunday week Mr J Rawlin, agent for the Dumfriesshire Temperance Union delivered an address to the 
people of the neighbourhood in a field near Pepper Moss House.  On the following day a tea party was held in the 
same field which 150 people were present.  The Rev Mr Steel of Newcastleton presided.  Mr J T Wells of Langholm 
and Mr Rawlin delivered addresses.  A choir from Newcastleton did good service by singing several pieces in the 
course of the evening.  Perhaps many of them travelled by train!” 
 
In 1871 an excursion train was advertised from Carlisle to Kelso Show calling at all stations. 
 
On 25 February 1874 Joseph Armstrong took Mr and Mrs Mounsey of Kingfield House to the 
station; March 8 a hamper was sent by train to London.  Again dung was purchased and 
another hamper was sent to London.  In April, Mr and Mrs Mounsey were taken in a 
wagonette to the station and three casks of ale and a picture frame were collected.  More coals 
were collected in April and in May two barrels of beer arrived by train to be collected by the 
Kingfield workers.  5 June Mr and Mrs Mounsey’s luggage was brought from the station.  In 
July a mare was collected from the train and was to be used in the wagonette.  On many 
occasions Kingfield workers were at the station several times a day and the wagonette was 
used regularly.  What a great benefit the railway must have been for all kinds of reasons. 
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Over the years picnics were held at Penton Linns and Newcastleton Choir, Sunday Schools 
and Bible classes all travelled on the train.  In the First World War a gentleman from 
Edinburgh travelled by train to Kershopefoot, walked up to Stonegarthside Hall where his 
relatives lived, and then went on to Nicholforest Church to be married. 
 
 
It was not until 1885 that a station master’s house was built.  It was of similar design to that of 
Riccarton Junction.  Also at Penton were the usual waiting rooms, signal box, a railway 
worker’s cottage at the north end of the platform, two cottages at Peterscrook road end, a big 
storage shed and coal depot. 
 

 
 
That Station House at Kershopefoot was much smaller than that at Penton.  It is still to be 
seen in a hollow and was reached by steps from the platform.  There were waiting rooms and 
signal box.  The first was on the same side as the house but was burnt down and was replaced 
by one on the other side.  There was a level crossing and a narrow gauge railway to the nearby 
sandstone quarry.  A limekiln produced lime and was near the south end of the platform.  A 
sign of a rose and thistle stood on the Border where the line crossed the Kershope Burn. 
 
 

Station House 
(Kershopefoot) 
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The most outstanding 
structure on the Nicholforest 
part of the railway is the 
bridge over the railway near 
Penton House.  It has three 
arches and is excellent 
condition today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Entrance at 
Shankend 

Entrance at 
Blowtown 
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Over the years the railway served many uses both for goods and passengers and there was a 
regular service from Carlisle to Edinburgh and vice versa.  The mid-day Scot passed through 
each weekday as did the midnight and the Pullman Express through early morning. 
 
 

 
Kershopefoot 
station was 
convenient for the 
nearby camp 
which began as a 
Ministry of 
Labour Civilian 
Instruction 
Centre.  
Unemployed men 
were sent there 
on various 
courses to help 
improve various 
skills including 
forestry work.  A 
short stretch of 
the road was built 
by them north of 
Kershope Bridge.  
In later years the 
camp housed 
Army and 
forestry 
personnel, all 
using the nearby 
railway. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kershopefoot Station 
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In the years up to the closure of the railway, lorry cabs, Ferguson Tractors and cars were seen 
passing through Nicholforest.  Special trains were laid on for the local agricultural shows and 
sporting events.  A local goods train passed through each weekday.  This delivered coal, 
foodstuffs, livestock etc. 

 
 
 
In the early fifties the Queen travelled on this route.  Security was tight with local railway men 
manning level crossings etc. 
 
School children from Nicholforest cycled to Penton station to catch the train named The Scud.  
Some from Bewcastle caught the train on Monday morning, stayed in Carlisle all week and 
returned home on a Friday evening. 
 
The late Robert Moor could cycle from Pleaknowes to the station in seven minutes whilst 
eating a bacon sandwich.  One day the station yard gates were shut and he ran right into 
them!! 
 

Goods train passing near Penton House 
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Many famous steam engines plied the route.  Coronation Flamingo, Merlin, Holyrood, Golden 
Plover, Flying Dutchman to name but a few.  A ton of coal was used for the journey from 
Ridding Junction to Riccarton Junction. 

 
 
 
The safety of the route was of key importance and the track was inspected every day.  The 
banks near Penton were liable to slip and had to be watched closely.  The following picture if 
of an ash container and later slag.  This was used for packing the line when there had been a 
slippage. 

 
In the last years of the railways 
existence Joe Wood of Newcastleton 
walked the track from Kershopefoot to 
Penton – down one side and returned 
on the other.  M Veevers from Riddings 
walked Riddings to Penton in a similar 
fashion. 
 
 

Riddings Junction 

Slag container 
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Amongst the last signalmen to work Penton station were:  Johnnie Duncan, Jimmy Bell, 
Tommy Whitaker and Ian Armstrong.  
  
Grade one porter was Mr Innis who lived in Station House.  John Hutchinson, station master 
at Riddings was overseer at Penton. 
 
At Kershopefoot station signalmen were Cyril Adamson, Bob Fairgrieve, Bob Nixon and 
Harry Elliot.  Lengthmen were Jimmy Henry, Tom Nixon, Bob Martin and Bob Tinning.  
Grade one porters were Tommy Warwick and Ian Jardine. 
 
On 6 January 1969 the last passenger train passed along this historic line and shortly 
afterwards the rails were lifted.  Signal boxes and station waiting rooms were 
demolished but fortunately the station house at Penton escaped the demolition squad. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Southbound passenger train – Penton Station House in the background 
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