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LEGENDS OF THE GWR 

Featured at the Old Oak Common open day was an HST power car which celebrated the operational life of the HST 

depot from 1976 to 2018 adorned with images of the ‘Legends of the GWR - historic locos. 43093 was a regular 

caller at Chippenham until May 2019 and still operates in GWR service on stopping trains between Cardiff and 

Taunton and further west.  
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GWR’s FIRST LOCOMOTIVES 

North Star, GWR’s first locomotive, was 

originally built for a cancelled order for 

the 5ft6in gauge New Orleans Railway. It 

was acquired by Daniel Gooch (GWR’s 

Superintendent of Locomotive Engines) 

and re-gauged for operation on the GWR 

broad gauge. It worked the inaugural train 

for the company’s directors on 31st May 

1838. It was kept at Swindon after 

withdrawal in 1871 but was cut up 

(disgracefully!) in 1906 although it is said 

that some of the parts were kept and 

used in the construction of the replica 

built in 1923 as shown here on display in 

Swindon’s STEAM Museum.  Eleven more 

locos of this class were built for GWR by 

Robert Stephenson & Son Ltd between 

1837 and 1841. 

  

 

 

 



 Chippenham 180  

FIREFLY CLASS 

Firefly class locos and the derivative 

‘Sun’ class were the first locos to work 

to Chippenham. All 62 Firefly locos 

were built by outside contractors 

between 1840 and 1842. Firefly class 

‘Fireball’ was the first GWR loco to run 

on the line between Bristol and Bath on 

31st August 1840.  

The Firefly locos were powerful and fast 

for the time – in 1840 the original 

‘Firefly’ ran the 37.5 miles from 

Twyford, Berks (the outer terminus at 

the time) to Paddington in 37 minutes, 

an average speed of 50 mph. The photo 

shows a replica of Firefly that was built 

at Didcot in 2005. 

The twenty-one strong Sun class locos, 

introduced between 1840 and 1842 

were based on the Firefly, but had 

smaller wheels designed to operate on the steeper gradients of the line from Swindon to Bristol. Sun class ‘Meridian’ was the first loco 

to operate through Box Tunnel to Chippenham.  The Sun locos were underpowered so not particularly successful and they were all 

converted to saddle tank engines after about ten years as tender engines.  
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EARLY GWR LOCOS – IRON DUKE 

IRON DUKE. Locos of the Firefly and Sun classes were superseded in front line service by those of the Iron Duke class. They were some 

of the first locos to be built at Swindon works. 22 Iron Dukes were built in Swindon and seven by Rothwell & Co of Bolton.  Daniel 

Gooch set out to design a much larger loco that would demonstrate to Parliament the advantages of broad gauge. Their performance 

was incredible for the mid-19th century. The locos had a top speed of some 80 mph. In 1848 the loco ‘Great Britain’ ran between 

Paddington and Didcot averaging 67 mph. Many of the class were in service for 30 years, some with mileages of around 800,000 miles 

and their 24 ‘Rover’ class successors of similar design lasted until the end of broad gauge in 1892. The replica was built in 1985 for the 

GWR 150 celebrations. It is owned by the National Railway Museum (see below left, in York in 2007) but is currently kept at Didcot 

(below right).   
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GWR LOCOMOTIVES- RECORD BREAKER - CITY OF TRURO 

 

Chippenham Station has seen its share of 

record -breaking trains over its 180 years. 

Before the Berks & Hants line was extended 

to Taunton in 1906 most trains for the West 

of England would have taken the line through 

Chippenham. Although it is a point of 

contention, it is claimed that ‘City of Truro’ 

was the first steam loco to attain a speed of 

100 mph. City of Truro was hauling the 

‘Ocean Mails’ from Plymouth to Paddington 

on 9th May 1906 and was timed at 8.8 

seconds between two quarter mile posts 

when descending Wellington Bank, Somerset.  

One of ten ‘City’ class locos built at Swindon 

in 1903, it now resides in the STEAM 

Museum, Swindon.  
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KING CLASS STEAM LOCOMOTIVES 

 

GWR 6023 King Edward I passes through 

Chippenham on an excursion on 30th 

June 2005. The King class was 

introduced in 1927 to operate express 

services on the Great Western Main 

Line. Due to their size and weight the 

locos were restricted to the London- 

Taunton – Plymouth (via Bristol or 

Westbury) and London-Birmingham -

Wolverhampton via Oxford main lines. 

The first of class was numbered 6000 

and named after the current King 

George V and subsequent locos were 

named after preceding Kings, 

commencing with 6001 King Edward VII.  

It would today have been unacceptable 

to have omitted the Queens of England 

of which Victoria and Elizabeth I were as 

notable and illustrious as any of the 

Kings (necessitating a change of class name to Monarch) but the next loco after King Edward VII was 6002 King William IV (1830-1837). 

The last Great Western standard gauge steam locos were withdrawn in 1965. 
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STEAM RAILMOTORS 

 

October 1905:  The introduction of 

steam railmotors (carriages with 

internal vertical boilers) enabled GWR 

to open four new halts on the line 

between Chippenham (Thingley 

Junction) and Trowbridge, namely:  

Lacock, Beanacre, Broughton Gifford 

and Staverton, to add to the existing 

stations at Melksham and Holt 

Junction. The railmotors had 

retractable steps so that passengers 

could board at halts, many equipped 

only with low wooden platforms. The 

railmotors could be driven from either 

end and avoided the need for a 

locomotive to change ends at each 

terminus. Steam railmotors were also 

introduced on the Calne branch and this enabled the opening of Stanley Bridge Halt in April 1905. GWR had a fleet of 99 steam 

railmotors. In the 1920’s the railmotors were being replaced by tank engines modified for ‘push-pull’ operation with trailer carriages, 

some of which (like this one) were converted from steam railmotors. These ‘auto-trains’ could, like the railmotors, be driven from 

either end.  
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DIESEL HYDRAULIC LOCOMOTIVES 

Although GWR had long since been 

nationalised, its successor, Western Region of 

British Railways, retained an element of 

independence and the diesel locomotives that 

were ordered to replace main line steam were 

distinctly different from those acquired by the 

other regions. The diesel locos selected to run 

express services through Chippenham were of 

diesel-hydraulic design employing German 

technology. The Warship class exemplified by 

loco D818 ‘Glory’ (most prominent in this 

photo taken outside Swindon Works c1982) 

was based on the larger German Federal 

Railways (DB) Krauss-Maffei/Maybach type 

V200 while the later, more angular Western 

class (also in the photo) was styled by the 

celebrated designer Misha Black.  The diesel-

hydraulics had short lives. The Warships were 

in service for no more than twelve years and 

were replaced by more conventional diesel-

electrics and the later ‘Westerns’ were gone 

by 1977. 
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HIGH SPEED TRAINS – THE INTERCITY 125 – WORLD RECORD BREAKER 

  

The Great Western Main Line between London 

Paddington and Bristol Temple Meads via 

Chippenham was the first route on the British 

Railways network to have a full 125 mph service. 

The HST was intended to be a short-term stop-

gap until the tilting Advanced Passenger Train was 

introduced but the failure of that project meant 

that the HST became the flagship of the Inter City 

fleet.  

The first regular 125 mph service commenced in 

October 1976 with trains running between 

Paddington and Bristol, followed by Paddington to 

South Wales in early 1977.  A world record was 

set for the fastest non-stop run (since exceeded) 

on 10th April 1979, when the 0920 HST departure 

from Paddington ran the 94 miles to Chippenham 

in 50 minutes and 32 seconds – an average speed 

of 111.7 mph.- Speed limits were observed 

throughout: there was no dispensation to exceed 125 mph. The faster journey times and more comfortable passenger experience led 

to significant growth in patronage, particularly encouraging commuting to London.  
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THE LAST GWR HST SERVICE FROM PADDINGTON 

 

HSTs were progressively replaced by new Intercity Express Trains from October 2017 

and the last HST from Paddington called at Chippenham on 18th May 2019 (as seen in 

these photos). A final tour of the GWR network took place on 1st June 2019 with 

proceeds paid to charity funds. 
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HSTs AT CHIPPENHAM 

 

GWR HSTs no longer served Chippenham after May 2019 but the HST has been seen since then, most recently in May 2021. Gaps in 

service following the withdrawal of Intercity Express Trains for safety related inspection were partially filled by a Swindon to Bristol 

shuttle service provided by Cross Country Trains.  Cross Country used their HSTs and Voyagers on the service from 10th to 14th May 

2021. 
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HSTs AT CHIPPENHAM 

 
Most recently, on 29th May 
2021, a special HST called at 
Chippenham, picking up  
passengers for a rail tour to 
Penzance and back. The 
HST, operated by Midland 
Pullman, has been specially 
painted in a blue livery 
similar to that was applied 
to the original Blue Pullman 
luxury trains introduced in 
the 1960’s. They were the 
predecessors of the HST 
and some ran on the Great 
Western Main Line 
between Paddington and Bristol. 
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NETWORKER TURBOS 

 

Class 165 and 166 diesel multiple unit trains are now a familiar sight on 

the Trans Wilts line through Chippenham to Westbury and around 

Bristol but they appeared for a short time some twenty years ago in 

service from Bristol Temple Meads to Oxford and Bicester. This example 

is seen at Bristol Temple Meads on 20th May 2003 soon after arrival 

from Bicester Town.  The service was withdrawn following concerns 

expressed by the Strategic Rail Authority about the excessive number of 

trains scheduled and resultant congestion between Bristol and Bath. 

 

 

Seen at Chippenham on the TransWilts service between Swindon and 

Westbury in February 2021. These Turbos ran on suburban services 

between Oxford and Newbury to Paddington until replaced by electric 

trains from 2018. The Class 150 Sprinter trains that used to run to Westbury 

have been transferred to Devon.  
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CHIPPENHAM’S LATEST TRAINS 

Chippenham was well served by the HST (High Speed Train), otherwise 

referred to as the Inter City 125 (IC125), for over 40 years (1976 until 2019). 

The Government’s decision to electrify the Great Western Main Line added to 

the need for replacement of the older diesel trains.  The Intercity Express 

Programme (IEP) was launched by the Department for Transport in 2005 to 

replace trains on both the Great Western and East Coast Main Lines. There 

were delays in ordering, but the DfT announced in 2012 that the preferred 

bidder was a consortium known as Agility Trains, which comprised the 

Japanese Hitachi company in partnership with John Laing and financiers 

including Lloyds-TSB and HSBC. The trains for Great Western were to be 

electric or bi-mode electric/diesel, the latter being able to operate on non-

electrified lines, but delays to the electrification project led to all trains being 

delivered as bi-mode.  Hitachi IEP trains could be seen passing through 

Chippenham on test before they entered service in late 2018 and before 

receiving GWR colours (right) 

 

The order for Great Western was for 36 five car Class 800 trains and 21 nine car Class 801 trains, with early coming direct from Japan and the rest being 

assembled in a new factory at Newton Aycliffe in Durham. GWR subsequently ordered more trains (Class 802) for operation predominantly on lines from 

London to Devon and Cornwall although these are often seen serving Chippenham. The latter were built in Japan and Italy. Early ‘IEP’ trains on test were seen 

passing through Chippenham before introduction into service on 16th October 2017. By this time the GWR trains became known as Intercity Express Trains 

(IET), a quite unpretentious title compared with the East Coast’s branding of ‘Azuma’. The new trains observe an in-service speed of 125mph but like their 

HST predecessors they have the potential to achieve some 140mph.  At Chippenham the trains travel from Bristol and further west in diesel mode while they 

transition to electric mode under the wires soon after departing for London.   

 

 


