Bluebell Railway named among UK’s top 17 train journeys for its authentic steam experience
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Condé Nast Traveller has recently published a list highlighting the 17 best train journeys across the UK, celebrating a variety of scenic routes that span from the rugged Scottish Highlands to the sandy coasts of Cornwall. Among these celebrated journeys is the Bluebell Railway in West Sussex, a heritage line that captures the enduring charm of steam travel and offers a unique, nostalgic experience for visitors and enthusiasts alike.
The Bluebell Railway runs an 11-mile stretch between Sheffield Park and East Grinstead, operated by the Bluebell Railway Preservation Society. This railway holds the distinction of being the world’s first preserved standard gauge steam-operated passenger railway to offer a public service, with its inaugural train dating back to 1960. Today, this treasured line remains largely volunteer-run, highlighting the dedication of a passionate community committed to maintaining the legacy of steam railways. The platform at Sheffield Park is famously featured on the cover of Elton John’s album Tumbleweed Connection, while other stations along the route have been used as filming locations for the acclaimed series Downton Abbey.
Passengers traveling on the Bluebell Railway board wooden carriages dating from the 1890s, immersing themselves in a true period experience. As the train journeys through the beautiful Sussex countryside, it passes iconic landmarks such as the three-arched bridge near Horsted Keynes. The sensory experience is heightened by the ability for passengers to open the carriage windows, feeling the breeze, hearing the rhythmic clatter of the wheels, witnessing sparks flying from the engine, and soaking in views of valleys dotted with quaint villages. The railway operates year-round, but its springtime runs are especially magical, with bluebell woods carpeting the landscape in a striking violet hue.
The Bluebell Railway receives glowing reviews, boasting a 4.5 out of 5 rating on Tripadvisor from over 1,800 contributors. Visitors describe it as a "must-visit" that offers a full steam-era experience combining beautiful countryside vistas, restored stations, and original railway carriages. Many highlight the friendly and knowledgeable staff, as well as the opportunity to explore museums that detail the history of the Bluebell Railway and the broader national railway network. For families and railway enthusiasts, the Bluebell Railway provides an educational yet enchanting outing.
Beyond the scenic rides, the Bluebell Railway offers a variety of themed experiences to enhance the visit. Notable events include afternoon tea served aboard the train, featuring traditional finger sandwiches, scones with clotted cream, and cakes, along with luxury teas and coffee. Another popular attraction is the Fish and Chips Supper Train, which combines classic British cuisine with the authentic ambience of steam travel. One can also opt for the footplate experience, riding alongside the driver and fireman as they operate the locomotive, offering rare insight into the workings of a steam engine. The journey also includes passing through Sharpthorne Tunnel, the longest tunnel in UK railway preservation, before reaching East Grinstead to turn around.
This celebration of the Bluebell Railway is part of a broader revival and recognition of Britain's illustrious railway heritage. Alongside the heritage railways, other train journeys in the UK offer distinct experiences. For instance, the Night Riviera sleeper train from London Paddington to Penzance maintains an intimate connection to the past, providing affordable overnight travel with vintage charm along historic routes. Meanwhile, luxury experiences such as Belmond’s Britannic Explorer launch in July 2025, promising opulent three-night journeys through scenic regions including Cornwall and the Lake District, blending refined onboard comforts with exquisite cuisine and curated excursions.
From the romantic steam engines of the Bluebell Railway to modern luxury and nostalgic sleeper services, the UK's railways continue to captivate travellers, combining scenic beauty, cultural history, and memorable experiences. The inclusion of the Bluebell Railway among the nation's best train journeys underscores the enduring allure of steam travel and the dedication to preserving Britain's rich railway heritage.
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