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Background introduction

As many of our customers will know, the Class 201 diesel-electric multiple unit (“DEMU”)
trains were first introduced by British Railways in 1957 /8, to replace steam-hauled trains on the
Hastings to Charing Cross line. These trains, as with others before them, had to be built to a
narrower width than standard coaches, due to the narrow tunnels between Tunbridge Wells
and Hastings. That is why our “Hastings” coaches are narrower than other trains which you
may be used to. The trains are powered by two motor coaches at each end of a set totalling a
maximum of six vehicles. The diesel engine in each motor coach powers a main generator
providing current to run electric motors which power the wheels in that coach. (This is what
“diesel-electric” generally means; most diesel powered railway locomotives use this system:
it is in reality a type of “hybrid” power, using today’s terminology.) When the trains were
withdrawn by BR in the late 1980s, Hastings Diesels Ltd (HDL) was formed, and purchased a
number of the vehicles for restoration and use.

We have now been running these trains on railtours, charters and hires for over 25 years, and
we have owned the remaining trains for longer than British Railways. In 2024 and 2025 we
completed the restoration of motor coach “Hastings” and trailer coach 60502, both of which
are now painted in the blue and grey BR colours which many of us remember from the 1970s
and 1980s. Those two coaches now form a 4-car set with recently overhauled trailer coach
60501 and motor coach “Mountfield”. Three vehicles from this set were coupled to our
familiar 6-car train which wears green livery, for our tour to Norwich on 21 June last year,
making a 9-car train. This was be the first time coach 60502 had carried passengers since the
mid-1980s, so it was another milestone for us.

2025 marked our 100" railtour since we commenced operating on the national network in the
1990s. We were delighted to receive an award from the Heritage Railways Association this year,
for our work in operating our heritage train nationally for 30 years, and for completing the
restoration of a second train.

Company structure
HDL is owned by its shareholders, of whom there are some 250. The shareholders have aided

our restoration and running of these vintage trains, by purchasing shares, supporting our
tours and in many cases assisting with the restoration and maintenance work which always
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needs doing. You can become a shareholder for as little as £101, which can be paid in monthly
instalments if required. In practice we operate as a not-for-profit company, so we don’t declare
dividends to shareholders! New shareholders are always very welcome.

We are most grateful for the generous support which we receive from our sister company, St
Leonards Railway Engineering Ltd, without which we could not do what we do.

Compartment coach restoration

We have an exciting restoration project under way, which when completed will see the return
to traffic of a first class “Hastings” compartment coach, number 60708. We have owned this
vehicle since its withdrawal by BR, but funds and resources have only recently allowed us to
embark on its repair. Work is well advanced already. Most of the structural cleaning and
repair to the underbody has been completed, as has a good deal of the internal renovation of
woodwork and panelling. Overhaul of the running gear, and installation of centralised door
locking and conversion of the toilet to a retention (vacuum system) type, together with a
complete external repaint, have yet to be completed. The door locking, toilet conversion and
finally the registration of the vehicle, will be the most expensive parts of the work and are
expected to cost at least £100,000. We ask all our shareholders and customers to assist us, if
they are able, by making donations towards the cost of this project. If the necessary funds can
be raised, then we hope to see 60708 in service soon and if possible within the next 2 to 3 years.
Any cheques, payable to Hastings Diesels Ltd, would be most welcome; we can also supply the
company’s bank details on request. Many thanks to a number of our shareholders and
supporters who have already made donations towards this project.

2026 summary

This has been a very eventful year for the company. Our “Megawatt Valley Venturer” tour on
19 September completed our tour programme for the year, visiting Nottingham and taking up
a rare opportunity for a passenger train to travel on the Tuxford / High Marnham test track.
Our other tours this year took us to Windsor & Eton, to Bath & the East Somerset Railway, and
to Exeter & Paignton. All of these have been popular trips. In addition, the Branch Line Society
chartered our train for a 3-day tour to Scotland in the spring, visiting Edinburgh, Inverness
and Aberdeen. We also hired our train to UK Railtours for a trip to Warminster for the Imber
bus rally on Salisbury Plain, enabling visitors to see the “lost village” of Imber, which is on
Ministry of Defence land and is only opened to the public on one day each year. Another
charter by the Branch Line Society was for their trip over the Cotswold line and to Minehead on
the West Somerset Railway.

Further activities this year have included our participation in the high-profile launch event for
Robertsbridge Junction station, which is a major part of the project to extend the Kent & East
Sussex Railway from Robertsbridge to Bodiam. Our 6-car train was in action for a retirement
charter around Kent, during August. We also hired our 4-car train to the Bluebell Railway for
just over 5 weeks during the late summer, assisting when they were unable to operate steam
trains due to the hot and very dry conditions, and also taking part in their diesel gala event in
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early September. When our train returned to St Leonards, we were able to operate the return
working as a mini-railtour, which proved very popular with customers.

We are most grateful to our volunteer staff for their huge support of all these activities. If you
are interested in volunteering, please do get in touch with us. New volunteers are welcomed,
and there are numerous on-train and off-train tasks which would suit a wide range of skills.
Currently, we would particularly welcome assistance in catering preparation/serving and
financial book-keeping, so don’t be shy if you think you could help out in those areas, even if
only for a few hours each month!

Plans for 2027

We will shortly be starting to plan our programme of tours for 2027. We hope that we will be
able to operate a relatively short post-Christmas tour in January; after that, we are likely to
aim for three further tours between April and September. We will publish plans on our
website in due course, and bookings will open at a later stage (ideally 6 to 8 weeks before a
trip) when we have costings and draft timings. We anticipate our train being chartered by
other operators a couple of times during the year, subject to demand. We have found that
third-party charters help a good deal in spreading knowledge of what we have to offer, as
other tour operators are able to offer our train to new potential customers who may not have
travelled with HDL before.

During the autumn and winter months leading into 2027, we will be undertaking a range of
maintenance and restoration tasks on our vehicles, including a full body-overhaul on motor
coach 60116, as well as making forward progress on the renovation of first class coach 60708.

Thank you for your interest in Hastings Diesels, and your support of our tours and other
events. We could not continue to run our trains without you as our valued customers! Do
visit our website for further updates and information.

Further information is available on request, via Francis Wallace, the Company Secretary:
please email us via the Contact HDL page of our website.
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