


PAMELA OLDFIELD &
THE RYE & CAMBER TRAMWAY

Laurie Cooksey looks into a literary connection

Reading Gordon Webb's interesting article
in the 38th issue of “The Colonel” on
Sheila Kaye-Smith's writings incorporat-
ing the Kent & East Sussex Railway into
many of her novels, brought to mind
another lady writer, happily still with us
today - Pamela Oldfield.

1 am sure that many members will be
familiar with her superb book “The
Station-Master's Daughter” (first pub-
lished by Century in 1986, Arrow in 1987
and Warner Books in 1993) based at the
fictitious village of Gazedown situated
with its own station between Rolvenden
and Wittersham Road on the K&ESR, in
which her attention to railway details is
very thorough. Considerable research has
also gone into her descriptions of the Rye
& Camber Tramway in “The Gooding Girl",
first published by Century Hutchinson
Lid in 1985 and subsequently by Arrow
Books from 1986, but with only limited
fand not always accurate) information
being generally available, errors, though
by no means the fault of the writer, are
bound to creep in.

Chapter 14 commences with a diary entry
dated 28th April 1925 and the following
day, a Wednesday, Julia, “Emily, Ben and
Leo met at the Monkbretion Bridge and
made their way together to the tram
station, a simple building constructed of
wood and corrugated iron.”

Opened on 25th April 1893, the Monkbret-
ton Bridge carries the A259 trunk road
between lHastings and Folkestone across
the River Rother on the outskirts of Rve.
Whilst it was being constructed, plans
had already been made to build a golf
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course in the sand dunes east of the river,
and on 13th July 1895 the 1 1/2 mile Rye
& Camber Tramway was opened, not just
for the benefit of Golf Club members but
for holidaymakers wishing to spend a day
on the famous sands, and so fishermen
could gain access to their vessels moored
at Rye Harbour.

”...They greeted the other passengers who
were already-in the carriage - a group of
fishermen and a family of early holiday-
makers. Going to Camber on the tram was
all part of the day’s fun and they soon
settled themselves on the wooden seats
with their picnic baskets between them on
the floor. The other carriage was first class
and was used almost exclusively by gol-
fers.”

For reference it would appear that Pamcla
Oldfield gained her information from “The
Ryve & Camber Tram” by "Rye”, that first
appeared in “Rye's Own’ magazine
Volume 2, No. 11 in 1967, and the simi-
larly-titled article by the same writer in
the popular "Adams’ Historical Guide to
Rye Royal”. Both articles served their
purpose well in providing a brief introduc-
tion to the Tramway but, partly owing to a
lack of space and more thorough research
at the time, some important details have
had to be omitted, thus giving an in-
accurate impression of the line. Many
articles featuring the tramway in the
railway press, including one written as
early as 1896, have contained several
errors and regrettably, these have been
perpetuated or misinterpreted by his-
torians ever sincc! Julia and her friends
would have been travelling in the 1896-
built Third Class Rother Ironworks car-



riage, but although the original First/
Second Class Bagnall carriage had been
rebuilt as First and Third Class from June
1919, commencing at the beginning of
April 1925 it had become one class only.
Despite this, and as Miss Oldfield rightly
points out, the few goMers that still
patronised the tram at this time would
have sought out the comparative privacy
of the then cushion-less erstwhile First
Class compartment.

“There were seven fishermen in the car-
riage - crew of two of the boats moored at
Rye Harbour who travelled each day with
season tickets. Holiday-makers paid 5d.
for a day return to Camber, and for their
money would be shaken and jostled in the
most delightful way along the two miles of
narrow gauge track there and back, at a
speed of ten miles per hour. The blue and
yellow steam engine would pull two car-
riages and two open wagons, and the
latter would be brought back to Rye full of
sand. However Julia, Emily, Leo and Ben
had bought single tickets, as they intended
to return via the ferry at Rye Harbour.”

From 1919 the fares to Camber had
become 4d. single and 7d. return, the
cquivalent of the Second Class fares that
had been in force since the opening of the
half-mile extension to Camber Sands in
July 1908. The blue and yellow engine
referred to is VICTORIA, but by 1921 her
original faded paintwork had given way to
an all over black livery. As the most
powerful engine, it seems highly unlikely
that she would have been in service so
early in the season, particularly as the
Kent Construction Company's little petrol
locomotive, delivered in 1924, was already
successfully handling all but the heaviest
trains. A spur extended into the sand
dunes for 6 chains beyond Camber Sands
station, from where sand was obtained to
sell to the local builders in Rye at 2/6d.
per ton, this service being a useful addi-
tien to revenue until it ceased towards the

end of the 1920s.

... At that moment the engine whistled
and with a shuddering jolt the train was off
on its first run of the day...” (the 10.00
a.m. from Rye) "... and everyone stared
out of the little square windows... The tram
slowed down at the golf course to allow
golfers to alight and then it continued and
stopped again almost directly opposite Rye
Harbour.”

The first stop mentioned was beside
“Squatter's Right”, a large house that had
been built around a smaller property in
1895, which was accompanied in 1911 by
“Gorse Cottage” one chain closer to Rye
on the opposite (southern) side of the line.
Although there was no platform, the tram
would regularly stop here by request,
mainly for “so-called reading parties of
Oxford undergraduates” (“Rye Golf Club -
The First 90 Years”, Dennis Vilder, 1985)
who would spend their vacations at
“Squatter's Right”, then known as "Golf
View”. A few golfers might have walked
along the public right of wady that bor-
dered the links, but most would leave the
Tram at the stop “opposite Rve Harbour”
which was, of course, Golf Links station,
from where the distance to the Club
House was half that from the previous
stop. Passengers wishing to visit Ryve
Harbour village had to cross the River
Rother by a primitive rowing boat ferry.

... It was only a matter of minutes before
the tram stopped for the last time at the
terminus, a grand name for such a simple
place. The platform was made of old
sleepers and there were no buildings of
any kind, but not too far away Thomson's
(sic) cafe promised food and shelter.”

Both articles mentioned above state that
the platform was “utterly devoid of shel-
ter” (although more recent editions of
Adams’ Guide have been correctly amen-
ded) vet a small wooden hut had been






