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I don’t like driving. It requires  
too much concentration. You can’t 
stretch your legs or free your mind. 
You can’t just sit there and stare.  
So, whenever travelling between 
London and Totnes in Devon,  
where I grew up, I take the train.

Sometimes I prefer the journey 
down. Sometimes the journey back. 
Even now, more than 25 years after  
I first moved here, the thrill of 
arriving in the capital is hard to beat.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.
Totnes is a strange place: a tiny 

town of 8,000 or so that’s an 
inspiration to some and a punchline 
to others. It’s a centre for an 
alternative life of yurts, crystals  
and mung beans – but slap-bang in 
the middle of inherently conservative 
farming land too. Having lived this 
double life one way or another since 
before the war, the two sides rub 
along reasonably well. 

My family moved to Dartington, 
just outside the town, in the mid-
1970s. Back then, the hippies really 
were hippies. And coming from West 
Sussex’s commuter belt, it seemed 
terribly exotic. In sitcom terms, we 
were Leadbetters transplanted into  
a world full of Goods. 

Despite dabbling in the local 
trends (Aduki Bean Bake was a 
favourite dish of my mum’s, though 
we drew the line at a brown pasta 
pudding she once tried to feed us) 
you couldn’t accuse the Bourne 
family of embracing the alternative 
lifestyle. We’re too cynical for a 
start. Yes, the community is strong 
and the people friendly, but it’s also 
very insular – and I tend to struggle 
with anything that can’t be proven 
or measured.

So, while it’s where my mum still 
lives, it’s not for me. Or rather, much 
as I love to visit, I like to leave too. 

Because we’ve got to start 
somewhere, we’ll leave from Totnes 
and head east-northeast to 
Paddington. The town’s exposed 
station is a functional pair of 
platforms and little else. Its lack  
of charm meant underwhelming 
arrivals and wind-whipped, 
awkward goodbyes. My dad was 
never one to emote until the very  
last moment of a visit, which  
always then unsettled me.

By the time I’m comfortable in  
my seat, we’ve already arrived at 

It is an incredible feeling to discover and hold an artifact 
knowing that the last person to touch that object lived 
hundreds or even thousands of years ago. As the longest 
archaeological site in Britain, the foreshore of the River 
Thames contains an incredible amount of historic artefacts 
that even pre-date London’s existence. Each piece, whether 
mundane or extraordinary, tells us something unique about 
London’s history. 

Most people (even Londoners) don’t realise that the River 
Thames is tidal. The water level fluctuates by seven metres 
twice a day. Walking in this intertidal zone and exploring a 
unique part of London that is only accessible for a few hours 
a day is incredibly exciting and exhilarating. As the murky 
waters slowly recede the riverbed is exposed – an eclectic 
mixture of rocks, oyster shells, broken glass, bricks, 
terracotta tiles, animal bones, sand, gravel and mud. 

Hidden within this terrain are historical artifacts deposited 
or dropped into the river centuries ago, waiting to be 
discovered and to reveal long-lost stories – a tangible 
connection to the history of our city and the personal lives  
of our forefathers.

I have found numerous artifacts from the Roman settlers 
who lived in London when it was only a trading village on the 
western frontier of the Roman Empire – coins, gaming 
counters, pottery sherds, tesserae, personal items. Among 
my favourite finds are a carved bone hairpin depicting a 
woman’s face, dated to 43-100 AD, and a rare Roman coin 
forger’s mould, used to illegally forge denarius coins of 
Severus Alexander, who reigned from 222-235 AD.

But perhaps my most valuable find was an extremely rare 
Commonwealth pewter farthing from Oliver Cromwell’s 
reign, which was only in circulation for two weeks in 1654 
before being withdrawn.

Jason Sandy is working with the Thames Museum Trust  
to create a museum dedicated to the river that will exhibit 
some of his mudlark finds: thamesmuseum.org

STA R I NG  AT  T H E  SE A , 
STA R I NG  AT  T H E  L A N D

TA LE S FROM  
THE R I V ER BA N K

Newton Abbot. On again, past  
the town’s racecourse where horses 
never seem to run and already the 
land is on one side, water the other. 
What came before always feels like 
the home stretch to me. Now I’m 
abroad, in territory I only ever travel 
through, never stopping and 
exploring. Because of that, it’s easier 
to let my imagination go, not being 
bound by knowledge of what’s  
really there.  

As the farmland and caravan parks 
fly past to my left, I watch the Teign 
estuary and always expect more than 
it delivers. Forgetting the decade I’m 
in, I hope to see fishermen sat on 
quaysides mending their nets. 
Wanting to see what isn’t there 
happens often on this trip. 

After a five-mile run along the 
coast – sandstone cliffs and compact 
beaches giving way to the Victorian 
resort of Dawlish – the train whips 
back inland up the Exe estuary. Here 
are herons. If I’m lucky, loads of 
herons. I’m not quite sure where I 
picked up the fascination with these 
pillagers of the nation’s goldfish 
ponds, but they are beauties – and 
there’s rarely fewer than a dozen to 
see as the train flies by, often more.

Out of Exeter and the countryside 
spills out. Fields and woods go by, so 
like the landscape I once roamed and 
played in, collecting bailing twine 
and spent shotgun cartridges, 
exploding cowpats. 

Then the agricultural land loses  
its undulation and calms. Going 
west, and especially in the summer, 
it’s a magnificent sight; the sun 
setting over ripening corn in fields 
flanked by untamed hedgerows.  
It’s completely the wrong part of  
the country but, to me, it’s a setting 
for Constable’s oils. Either that or 
Syd Barrett’s Pink Floyd, the sound 
of childhood adventure on a high 
summer’s day.

Later along this part of the line  
are the underwhelming rural 
cuttings where I received some  
of the most affecting messages  
of condolence when my father died. 
That’s the memory here. Not the 
emptiness of loss but gratitude for 
friends who care.

Onward. Leaving Newbury, I start 
to lose enthusiasm for the journey. 
We’re in the commuter belt. The 
houses become more frequent and 
closer together. Through unloved 
Reading and Slough (where Philip 
Larkin invoked friendly bombs  
to fall), it takes all the way to 
Wormwood Scrubs before the  
blood is up again. Nearly there. 

It’s ridiculous really, but what 
London promises here is punk rock’s 
thrill. My primary school was agog 
with stories of art student siblings 
and their scrapes, and the excitement 
remains. Paddington, heralded by 
the Westway, is where that feeling 
begins. It gets me every time. 

Toby Bourne settles into the  
rituals of a familiar train journey

Jason Sandy – aka  
Instagram’s @jasonmudlark  
– describes the peculiar draw 
that the tidal foreshore of the 
Thames holds over him
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