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Gloucester railways and the great freeze of 1963

Stephen Mills      November 2025

January  1963  saw ‘The  Big  Freeze’ when  Gloucestershire's  waterways  iced  over,  there  was  a 
widespread loss of mains water as pipes froze, and electricity poles collapsed. This situation lasted 
for several months as the county endured sub-zero temperatures. Temperatures as low as -15oC were 
recorded. Snow began falling at the end of December and lasted until the following March, with huge 
drifts being created in many places, cutting off numerous farms, hamlets, and villages. 

During the period, an astonishing five million cubic yards of snow were moved from the county’s  
roads - it  was the worst snowfall since 1947. Even the Rover Severn froze and three men tied  
themselves together and made their way across the ice from Newnham-on-Severn to the Arlingham 
side!

Needless to say, the railways also struggled. At Coaley Junction, near Dursley, the mail train froze 
and a fire had to be lit underneath it to unfreeze parts of the engine, plus there were numerous other 
problems across the network with frozen points, signalling equipment, etc. But it was not only 1963 
that suffered such extreme weather, as the previous couple of winters had also been harsh. The 
accompanying photos give some idea of the difficulties encountered at the time. 

They were kindly provided by Mike Peart, a founder member Great Western Society, via Didcot 
Railway Centre. The one shows 2232 with quite a rudimentary snowplough in the yard at Gloucester 
Horton Road shed on 31st December 1961. Mike recalls that at the time, he had a dreadful journey 
from Southall to Gloucester on New Years Eve day. Apparently, the snow was worse nearer London 
and the troughs at Goring were frozen, which meant an unscheduled stop at Didcot for water. He 
recalls that fortunately, the refreshment room at Gloucester station was open and they had just 
made some bread pudding which was “very sustaining – a bit like a brick of carbohydrates!”

2232 with snowplough in the yard at Gloucester Horton Road shed



Locos at the front of Horton Road shed, 31st Dec 1961

Pannier tank 8743 by a water column at Horton Road, 31st Dec 1961


