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One railwayman’s memories of time spent working at New Southgate
and Friern Barnet Station during the 1970s - a time which saw the
introduction of electrification, surrounded by such excitement as

we sadly seem to have lost in the 21st Century since we’ve
been inundated with further technological innovations.



INTRODUCTION

This little booklet records my time working at New Southgate and Friern Barnet station.
Arriving at the station in the very early 1970s, I learned the skills needed from Stan Beckham, an
ex-shunterman, made redundant as yards began to close. He was ‘old-school’, so I was taught the
‘old-school’ ways. Whether you find this booklet fascinating would probably depend on whether
you have an interest in railways or social history. Either way I hope you find it of some interest, as
I’ve packed it with as much detail as I can remember.

I took all the images, apart from the first four which were frames from a video. One unique
photograph I took is of the first tilting train; being able to walk out onto the track enabled me to get
a really nice shot. I was using 35mm and Polaroid film at a time when I was beginning to really
become active in photography, a hobby which has led to an interesting career working with the
Historical Group of the Royal Photographic Society.

The station was built in the mid-1800s for Friern Barnet Hospital, which was at that time an
asylum for the ‘insane’ of the St Pancras area of London.

In those days  the  hospital  would have been far  from London, and there was no station
serving it, so a request was made to the railway company to build one. Unfortunately, this request
was refused, but after some time an agreement was made between the two parties for the railway
company  to  build  a  station  there  for  visitors  and  staff,  providing the  hospital  supplied  all  the
necessary utilities  (water,  gas, coal,  etc).   This was no problem for the hospital  as it  was self-
sufficient – it produced its own gas, had wells for water and ran its own large farm, which was still
there when I worked at the station, with cows roaming over large fields in clear view of the North
Circular Road.  Eventually even a milk dock was built to transport the milk away from the site.

However, let us proceed backward into history…
The  following  four  images  were taken  from a  video  recording  about  steam.  I  was  so

surprised  to  see  New  Southgate  station  as  I  was  watching!  Fortunately,  I  was  recording  the
programme at the time and was able to extract the images from it. These would have been taken in
the 1940s or 50s but the station was very much the same when I first went there in early 1970. 

 

Fig. 1 The station looking south from the 
upside main line platform as a train passes 
through on the downside main line

 Fig. 2 Looking north; the viaduct over the line 
is Friern Barnet Road. In the distance is the 
A109 bridge; it was demolished while I was 
working at the station & replaced by a new 
one. (See Fig.18)

Fig. 4 Very similar to Fig.2 but was taken 
with a wide-angle lens. The signal gantry 
can just be made out beyond the viaduct.

Fig. 3 A view from the embankment north of 
the viaduct. The white square painted on the 
viaduct was to enable drivers to see the signals 
clearly, as it stood out against the dark 
background.



I took this picture in the early 1970s; compare it to the shot in Fig. 1 - the view is very similar! 

The views in the photographs above are also similar to Figures 3 and 4. However, note that,
by then, the signal gantry has gone - when I started there the only signals were at each end of the
four  platforms  and distant  signals  far  up the  track  in  both directions,  some electric,  all  others
semaphore arms.

The next picture (Fig. 7) was taken north of the station, looking south, and showing the
whole of the layout. The roofed building contained the Booking Office and hall. The footbridge
joined Station Road on the left to a footpath on the right, which ran from the North Circular Road
about half a mile away, passing the station to join Friern Barnet Road.

Fig.8 is a view taken from the footbridge and entrance to the station above the downside
platforms, looking north. Looking at Fig. 8, you can see on the left - beyond the second large tree,
where the wall is lower - an area used (probably unofficially!) as an allotment in the past by an old
signalman. It was overgrown when I was there but the fruit trees and bushes still provided me with
lots of fruit. At one time this area must have been used for access, as there were large wooden gates
just north of the footbridge entrance, with a dirt track leading down. Apples, Victoria and golden
plums, gooseberries and blackberries  were all  available,  as were a few flowers. In the season I
would come away with bucket loads of fruit.

The views below show the station and surrounding area before demolition began on the
station and signal box - the beginning of electrification of the Eastern Main Line, and the end of
British Rail as I, and many others, knew it. Figures 9 and 10 show the signal box and signalman.
The box was situated at the south end of the upside platforms and, as can be seen, the home signals
were still semaphore. I once worked in this box overnight as assistant to the signalman. There had
been a crash at Finsbury Park, so trains were terminating there for a while but, eventually, all trains
had to be stacked bumper to bumper. All the signalmen in the other boxes had been given another
signalman to assist so, when ours complained he was on his own, control agreed with his suggestion
that I stay on from late turn until the lines were cleared.  One lever in the box was a real challenge -
it was connected to a distant semaphore signal on the downside, well over a mile away, taking every
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muscle to pull the signal on. It took all night to get the system up and running for the morning rush
hour, and I left the box around 7 o’clock in the morning feeling quite tired, but very satisfied that
we had all done a good job! 

Below are two perspective shots looking north - from the ‘up fast’ and ‘up slow’ lines:

These three views below are each from the booking hall, all looking south. Alexandra Palace can
just be made out on the horizon in Fig. 14.  As long as I can remember, it has always been fondly
nick-named ‘Ally Pally’ & has since been used as a venue for sports and cultural events, as well as
holding the BBC archives.
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Above are views of the ‘Top Yard’. Opposite there, on a grassy bank, was a great place to see slow
worms - I’d never seen them anywhere else, but along that stretch they could be found in numbers. 

 Figure 16 looks north into the yard; there were a number of sidings here but only three or
four were ever used.  It was mainly coaches and cement wagons that were kept there, normally for
only a few days. Every morning around 11a.m. someone would have to walk up to the yard to
record what was there. We had large sheets to fill in on which we would have to write the number of
every wagon or coach stored there; these forms were sent daily to ‘Control’ at Kings Cross. Even if
the stock didn’t move for a week or so it would have to be recorded daily, but that offered me some
time to myself, away from the station. There wasn’t much to see in the surrounding area, but to the
left in Fig. 16, beyond the rise, was a large playing field, and to the right - beside the yard - were
small businesses. On occasion I would have to go to the ‘Cemetery’ signal box at the very top end
of the yard by the Oakleigh Park tunnel, nearly two miles away. It was so called as it stood outside
of a cemetery - makes sense! Figure 17 looks south, back towards the station.

Shown below (Fig. 18) is the entrance to the station from the small car park in Station Road.
The footbridge was open to the public at all times - there were no doors or gates.

Figure 19 was taken from the booking and parcels  office  window, overlooking the down slow
platform roof below. The white post was a station sign, and behind the wall were the grounds of
Friern Barnet Hospital. The footpath down to the North Circular Road ran alongside the wall.

The upside platforms at dusk (Fig. 20). The station was one of the last to use gas lighting.
Each evening one had to walk along all four platforms and, using a long piece of stiff wire bent into
a hook at one end and a handle at the other, pull on a lever on each lamp to turn on the gas supply.
There was a pilot light inside each one, so pulling on the lever lit the three or four mantles inside.
Before  closing  the  station  at  1a.m.  every  alternate  light  was  extinguished  to  leave  just  a  few
illuminating the station - mainly for train drivers, but also for the signalman to see if anyone was
trespassing. In the mornings during the winter months all the lights would have to be put back on,
and in the summer, all turned off.   

Fig. 16 Fig. 17

Fig. 18 Fig. 19



Fig. 21 is a photo of the inside the Booking Office, which I will describe in more detail. It
shows the small Victorian window where passengers would ask for tickets or information. To the
left of the window is the season ticket rack, to the right all the ordinary tickets. At the bottom left of

the ticket rack can be seen the Edmondson machine (Fig. 22). 
These were strange machines to use but one soon got used to them. I could

soon flick  a  ticket  from the  rack,  date  each  end and put  it  down within  a  few
seconds!  The  knack  was  flicking  the  ticket  around  with  your  middle  finger.
Changing the dates was fiddly - you pushed in the front of the machine, put a finger
under  the bottom of it  and then lifted  it  up and over.  Inside was a  thumbscrew
holding down tiny lead numbers and letters. The system used two digits for the day,
a small blank, then three letters representing the month, another blank and, finally,
two digits for the year. 

The Booking Office  was fully-functioning:  seats  could  be booked;  tickets
provided for anywhere in the country; parcels taken in, and even pigeons sent off to
various places for their training flights. Regarding the latter, it proved to be a very
small world! There were two regulars who came in with their baskets of pigeons.
One was Colin Osman, and little did we know that years later our paths would cross
again,  because  when  I  joined  the  Royal  Photographic  Society  I  also  became  a
member  of  its  Historical  Group.  Lo  and  behold  -  Colin  was  the  founder  and

Chairman of that group! And later  still,  when I moved to Fatfield,  I became close friends with
someone who knew Colin as he also was a pigeon racer.

The office was large. To the back of it was the staff area, to the side the cupboards holding
the stocks of tickets and other official paperwork. Opposite was the parcels area, which had a long
counter where people would stand on arrival from the large door from the booking hall. At the end
of the counter was a weighing machine - a small  one for parcels up to approximately 20lbs in
weight. There was also a large heavy-duty machine able to take several hundredweight, but not used
as frequently as its smaller companion, but which came into service for the large chests of long
playing records (vinyl discs). These came in from the company ’Music for You’, which had an
office nearby. These chests were very heavy and, if I was alone, I would have to literally drag them
out and down the stairs to the platform. Other occasions when these scales were regularly used were
when boys were returning to boarding school. New Southgate was an affluent area and several boys
would bring in their chests of belongings to be transported to Somerset. (One of these boys, known
as Bilko, was the son of Acker Bilk, the famous traditional jazz clarinet player.) 

Every afternoon a British Rail truck would call in to pick up any parcels that were waiting to
go - it was an excuse for the driver to stop for a cup of tea, as most of our parcels would be put
straight onto the next train, but occasionally someone would call in while he was there, or he would
take one away, having just missed a train. His little truck was one of the three-wheeled Scammels
(see Fig. 23). There were two lift-shafts (one on each island platform), but they rarely worked, so
everything had to be carried down to the platforms! Elsewhere in the office were lots  of wide
drawers in which we kept all sorts of paperwork, including the forms we had to complete with all
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the details  of the stock in the top yard.  At one
time the office was used as a training school for
clerical  officers,  which stood me in good stead
for my later career as one of those, the Booking
Office  was  used  in  preference  to  the  Station
Master’s office (SMO), which was at the bottom
of the stairs on the ‘upside’. 

The  SMO  was  a  nice  little  room,  but  being
opposite the stairs,  was prone to be continually
interrupted  by  passengers,  usually  asking  the
same  questions  that  had  been  asked  at  the
booking office, so I rarely used it. There was a
clerk for the morning rush hour, but I had to man

the booking office when the clerk left, to sell tickets etc.
Apart from the SMO, there were many other buildings on each of the island platforms. Most

were no longer used, but on the downside we kept a nice waiting room. The floor was polished
every  week,  and  during  the  winter,  and  colder  months,  a  fire  was  kept  all  day.  All  the  other
buildings on this side were no longer used.

On the upside, next to the SMO was a staff room, it wasn't used much, but had a cooker,
lockers, table and chairs. The next block along was a store at the north end, and a nice waiting room
at the south end. This was also kept polished and warm, there were ladies toilets attached to it which
were also looked after. The next block along was not used at all, and finally, the last block was the
gents toilets, these were also looked after as we had to use them ourselves. Beyond that was the
signal box, which stood at the bottom of the platform slope.

Under the stairs, on both islands, were rooms where we kept most of the necessary stuff for
looking after the station. Brooms, mops, cleaning fluids, and the like, and a large watering can. This
was used for cleaning the booking hall. As the hall was all wood, with a wooden floor, and probably
original, it was very dusty when sweeping. So we mixed some disinfectant with a can of water and
sprinkled this on before giving it a sweep, the same was done for the stairs. Also there, was kept
Snowcem, at type of whitewash powder used for whiting the platform edges.

There were many windows to clean as well.  The walkway from the hall  to each of the
stairways were windows the  whole length,  and they  were all  small  square panes,  about  a  foot
square.  The ones over the two main lines  could only be cleaned on the inside,  but  there were
sections that opened up, so they could be cleaned on the outside. The footbridge was left to its own
as most of the glass had been vandalised. It was necessary to be able to look up and down the track
to see when trains were arriving, as well as to check everything was well.

Opposite the ‘upside’ platform was the Milk Dock, originally used for transporting the milk
away from the hospital but, by my time, disused. On it was the platelayers (PW—Permanent Way)
hut. They would start work at 10p.m., brew up, then get all the Tilley lamps filled ready to ’walk the
length’ between the Wood Green and Oakleigh Park tunnels. On hot days during the summer, one or
two of them would be on duty walking the length, checking thermometers, points and joints. Should
the temperature become too high, a speed restriction would be put in place to slow the main line
trains. This was done when the platelayer contacted the signalman. The signalman would set the
distant signals to yellow, telling the driver that the next signal was red. As the train passed the
distant signal the signalman would put the home one to green. As a lot of our signals were still
semaphore arms, a lampman also came round at least once a week to fill the signal lamp boxes with
paraffin.

Beyond the Milk Dock, at the south end, was the Wood Yard. Although we checked this at
times, it was still being used by a timber merchant (Hunt & Co.) and occasionally we would walk
through it.  This company had been there for many,  many years and if  you care to look at  the
diagram at the end of this booklet you will see it stands there in 1956. 

From time to time I would walk down to the Wood Green tunnel, cross over the top, and
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come back the other side. Walking the area was a treat for me; I was always pleased to do it. As I’ve
mentioned before, walking north was not so attractive but the walk south was pleasant. I would
normally walk out and back along the ’downside’, as with the timber yard on the ‘upside’ there was
not  much to  see.  Leaving from the  ‘downside’ end of  the  platform I  would call  across  to  the
signalman to let him know what I was doing and where I was going. That done and wearing a hi-vis
vest, I would set off along the grass verge between the track and the footpath. During the good
weather months I would take my time, enjoying being out. About two hundred yards away from the
station the area consisted of grazing cows on the hospital side and grass banks on the other. The
bridge over the North Circular Road was wide, so I didn’t have to see any traffic.   

On the other side of the road was a wood which went along then up and over the tunnel. I
have walked through the tunnel to Wood Green station; I forget now what the reason was but I had
to walk through and back, so going through the ‘downside’ and coming back through the ’upside’
was the way to do it, so that you could see trains approaching and duck into one of the culverts. I
very much enjoyed these little walks, looking at all the different wild flowers, birds and insects that
inhabited the grass banks.

Although quiet  most of the time,  there were many incidents  that  required  initiative  and
thought. In the summer, when very dry, there were often grass fires on the banks that I walked; I
would sometimes get a telephone call from a signalman to say he’d seen smoke coming up from a
grass bank, and would I go to see what’s happened. Smoke blowing across a railway line can be
dangerous, so I would have to leave straight away. Securing the offices, I would usually have to
carry a fire-extinguisher and a beater, which was no easy job, especially on a hot summer’s day.
With the extinguisher over one shoulder and the beater in the other hand, I would trudge off as
quickly as I could to check out what was happening. 

A lot of the time a fire would have burned itself out by the time I arrived, so I would go
round the area with the beater to make sure, then sit down and enjoy a rest in the sun.  Other times,
when it was still burning, I would use the extinguisher to put out the worst parts, then the beater to
put out the rest. Whatever the situation, I would always spend more time there after, resting and
making sure it  didn’t  flare  up again.  I  don’t  remember  ever  having to  call  the fire  brigade -  I
managed on my own somehow. Most fires were started by the sun shining through glass, but now
and again they were started deliberately by children walking down the footpath.  The signalman
would always watch when any walked down the footpath, just in case.

Most other incidents were connected to the hospital. As it was then a mental hospital, some
patients were locked in and monitored; other patients who were self-admitted were free to come and
go and it was these patients that gave me the most trouble. All the incidents were due, sadly, to
people trying to commit suicide and choosing the station to do it! 

One time I had a panicking signalman on the telephone urging me to go down to the box as
there was someone standing on the main line and, when I reached there, sure enough there was a
young woman standing over one rail. (Normally, being a wooden floor, I would hear the slightest
sound, but she must have crept through the Booking Hall silently and got down to the platform.)
Anyway, I asked the signalman if there was a train due; he said there was, so I asked him if he had
‘put the board back’, meaning had he put the signal back to red. He replied that he hadn’t, so I told
him to do so. In the meantime, we started chatting to her, asking why she wanted to stand in front of
a main line train. It turned out that she had lost her sister, who she was very close to, and had had a
nervous breakdown. For some unknown reason she had been admitted to Friern Barnet hospital but
being there amongst really insane people would have done her no good at all. Eventually - minutes
before the train went through, she accepted our offer of a cup of tea in the signal box and we talked
to her while the signalman made the tea. When the tea was made I made a gesture to him that I had
to get back to the office, and he understood that I would get assistance. Back in the office, the only
people I could call on for help were the police. Fortunately there was a police station in the High
Street, a hundred yards or so away and their number was available to us for such situations. I called
them directly and a constable came across. On my return to the signal box, the woman asked me



why I had called the police. I told her that she needed assistance and that I was unable to leave the
station. I felt sorry for her, as she seemed perfectly normal though just terribly upset at losing her
sister; however, I could do nothing else. The police officer was also good, and chatted to her all the
time while escorting her from the station. 

There were many connected incidents - one man bought a ticket, saying he was meeting
someone off the train. I then had another passenger tell me that someone was sitting on the edge of
the platform of the ‘down slow’ waiting for the train to come in. Again, I quickly called the police,
then ran down to the platform. I  couldn’t  get him to move,  so ran down to the bottom of the
platform to ask the signalman to stop the oncoming train. Unfortunately, the train had already gone
past the signal but I had my Bardic lamp with me, so managed to stop the train. By then the police
had arrived and I saw them taking the man away so, with relief, I gave the driver the green light to
carry on.

Another time a passenger came up to tell  me someone was sitting in the middle of the
‘upside slow’ line; when I went down there he was, facing the direction of the train. He had sneaked
across from the Milk Dock in full view of the passengers. With a train due I was in no mood to mess
about - I was very short with him and told him I’d kick his backside if he didn’t get back on the
platform. It took him by such surprise that I should talk to him so curtly that he jumped up, held his
hand out, and I pulled him up onto the platform and escorted him out onto the street, telling him that
if he ever came back I would definitely kick his backside!

People had successfully committed suicide, though. Unseen, one put his head on the track
while the train was at the platform, others jumped from the viaduct, and others buying tickets to the
next station then putting their heads out of the window when the train went into a tunnel. I was
always aware that they weren’t thinking straight at the time but the consequences of their actions
had a huge, dreadful effect on train drivers and passengers alike!

There were some very mentally disturbed people in the hospital. One wing of the hospital
overlooked the ‘downside slow’ platform and, though the windows were barred,  they could be
opened halfway. We had a lot of women commuting from Oakleigh Park or New Barnet to the
north, working in the local bank and shops, so when they were returning home in the evening they
would be standing on this platform. Many a time we had these women come back up and knock on
the Booking Office door rather distressed. I was told that the patients in the hospital wing were
shouting obscenities at them from the windows and, at other times, some were hanging naked from
the bars as well as shouting at the passengers! Again, all I could do was to report the incidents to the
police and ask them to visit the hospital to tell the staff what was going on. It was a bit bewildering
at first but after a few incidents I became used to it in a strange sort of way, so when something
happened I was ready to deal with it. 

There was usually something that would entertain, and I was very happy working there. I
got to know several of the passengers, some of whom became friends. However, things began to
change, especially as electrification began. The station buildings would eventually be demolished
and the station become unmanned. I was eventually made redundant and had to move on to other
posts.

Fig. 24 is the view as it was from the Booking
Office  window,  showing  the  ‘downside  slow’
platform roof; behind the trees is the offending
wing of the hospital…
…and the following images (Figs. 25 - 32) show
the  progression  of  the  demolition  and
electrification from the dismantling of the signal
box,  through knocking down the  buildings  and
the installation of gantries and overhead wires.

Fig. 24



During electrification the bridge over the A109 road had to be demolished; it was too low to
accommodate the overhead wires, so a new one was built. It was demolished between 1 and 2a.m.
on a Saturday night, and many people came to watch, as it was to be blown up. (I stayed on after the
late shift and walked up to the top yard. I wasn’t supposed to be there but in the pitch darkness, with
no trains running, no one knew I was there, so I went as far as I could.)

Fig. 25 Fig. 26
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It all went to plan - just a couple of local windows were broken when the explosives went
off. Fig. 33 shows the bridge as it was, Fig. 34 immediately after demolition. All the machinery was
stored in the top yard, which had been cleared of rolling stock. I used the rails as a tripod and, as
soon as the dust cleared the bulldozers were in clearing away the rubble. It was all done by the
Sunday morning, and the trains were running again. 

Once the electrification was up and running the new electric trains could be tested. I took
this photograph (Fig. 35) to the north of the viaduct on one of the test runs of the new local service
trains – this one is No. 2.

The following two photographs (Figs. 36 and 37) show No. 2 on its return journey. It stood
at the platform for some time testing the doors and the overhead pantograph. At Drayton Park,
where I was later to work, the trains changed from overhead power to third rail. Fig. 36 shows the
amount of demolition, as well as the surrounding area looking south.
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As I mentioned before, I was able to get some good photographs while I was working at the station,
one was a unique shot of a test run of the tilting train (Figs. 38 and 39).

...and (Fig. 40) - the tilting train receding rapidly into the distance. 

Figs. 41 and 42 (below) are of the cement trains. The wagons would have been picked up
from the top yard. Electrification was still ongoing, as was the demolition of the station, but the first
block of buildings - the SMO and staff rooms - were still intact at this stage. The PW hut and the
coal bunker beyond can be seen in Fig. 42.

Figs. 43 and 44, which were very kindly obtained for me by my friend, and fellow British
Rail employee, Allan Marshall, show views of the station in 2016. Fig. 43 is the entrance from the
car park; Fig. 44 the view across the footbridge to where the hospital (now luxury flats) used to be.
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As can be seen below (Fig. 45), there are just four tracks left now - ’slow’ and ‘main’; the track out
of the top yard no longer exists. What  does still exist, much to my surprise, are the trees where I
used to pick all the fruit, and no doubt they are still producing some fruit now. The whole scene
looks very untidy though. We would never have been allowed it to look like this when I was there!

The last few pages of this booklet (Figs. 46-50) are scans of a long, pull-out diagram showing the
layout of the entire station. Toward the end of my time there I went through every drawer, every
nook and cranny, every hidden place, looking for anything of interest. Already the station clock had
disappeared overnight, and we all had a shrewd idea where that  went! It was a fact that the Area
Manager from Potters Bar was a keen collector, so we guessed that was where it ended up. (My
railway clock came from Finsbury Park in bits, so I was allowed to have it.) 

The diagram is from November 1956 (revised in 1971, just as I started) and shows many differences
to what I knew. The printing paper on which it was drafted has discoloured with the years but I’ve
tried to do what I can to attempt to make it clearer. 

Fig. 43 Fig. 44
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Fig. 46 The title page of the diagram

Fig. 47 Starting at the south end - the bottom yard as I knew it - most of what is on the diagram is still there, 
including the old Goods Shed, but no track through it.



Fig. 48 Moving north, the footbridge at the south end of the platforms had gone, as had the small turntable 
leading into the hospital, this was where all the produce from the farm came out on wagons. The track was 
still there, used to store rolling stock sometimes but rarely, as it was too near the footpath.

Fig. 49 Looking at the diagram, in the centre of the station, all the tracks are still there. The buildings were 
also there and you can see the large Booking Hall and office, as well as the lift shafts. At the centre right of 
the picture it also shows the car park (the ‘front’) and the area at the top (the ’back’).



So...this concludes my small sojourn into the past life of New Southgate station. It has been
fun to reminisce about the years I worked there. I made many friends whilst there - and lost one, a
young signalman named Cliff, who died in a light-airplane crash at Southend airport. There were
many characters too, people like Jack Hudgell, Mick Favell, Vic Shaw, Jock Whiley, and others. I
enjoyed working there, and for British Rail in general, and I wouldn’t change any of it. 

After eventually being made redundant from New Southgate after its demolition I went on to
have several other posts, also being made redundant from those. I was offered many higher official
roles but turned them down for various reasons. In the end I took a clerical course and became a
booking office clerk. Eventually I was offered the Chief Clerk’s job but didn’t fancy that, instead
accepting  (alongside  my  own  role)  to  become  an  Instructor.  I  left  British  Rail  just  before
privatisation, when things were changing beyond recognition.

Fig. 50 On this last part of the diagram can be seen at the top the old entrance to where I used to get my 
fruit and flowers. Below that, by Station Road and in the car park, were two shops; those were still there 
but as one shop, a printer's small business. The large Station Master's house was long gone and in its 
place was a petrol station.


