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“TREETOPS”, 58 SPITFIRE CLOSE, SOUTH CROYDON, SURREY
Customer Services
Southern Trains
PO Box 277
Tonbridge
TN9 2ZP
Dear Southern,
When you took over from the appalling Network South Central, I along with
many, many other regular rail users had high hopes for the end to our dark
travel nightmare that had reduced us over a number of years to sullen,
cowed sheep.
There were early signs that signalled a new era in the commuter rail
experience. There was a smart new dark green livery that helped to erase
traumatic memories of the old blue and yellow. There was shiny new rolling
stock – albeit hermetically sealed carriages with no windows to open when
the heating becomes unbearable. (I notice by the way that the automatic
doors seem to jam with frightening regularity, and find myself wondering
how I would escape in an emergency. Last Thursday I caught myself looking
around for a fire extinguisher to hurl through the window if need be. I even
speculated on the strength required to wrench the parcel shelves from
their moorings to use as a battering ram …)
Most significantly of all, these new carriages have far fewer seats than the
old ‘slam’ door trains, and no overhead means of support when standing.
It was thus with a sinking heart that I finally managed – after much
pushing and shouts of “Could you move down please?” – to heave my way
onto a rush hour train where eight carriages worth of commuters were
crammed into the paltry four provided. Not only was the crush suffocating
and the heat stifling, but the whole journey was made all the more
intolerable by taking twice as long as normal (due apparently to the wrong
kind of snow on the rails).
I am a patient person, but it seems to me that the time has come to fight
fire with fire. On no less than nine occasions this year you apparently have
seen fit to charge me a premium rate for travelling during the rush hour,
but have not felt obligated to provide any more than off-peak rolling stock.
I am therefore introducing my ow n ‘ Fair’s fare’ scheme. I am sending
you an invoice for these journeys for a sum representing the difference
between a full fare and an off-peak fare. I have added a small amount to
cover due wear and tear on my clothing, my legs and my blood pressure. I
trust you will find this acceptable and look forward to receiving the first of
what will undoubtedly be many instalments.
Yours faithfully

Bob Johnstone
P.S
‘Fair’s fare’ is my own invention, and if you use it I will invoice you for
that too.
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“TREETOPS”, 58 SPITFIRE CLOSE, SOUTH CROYDON, SURREY
Camille Thomas
Southern Customer Services
PO Box 277
Tonbridge
Kent TN9 2ZP
Dear Camille
Thank you so much for your long, explanatory reply to my original letter
and invoice. You asked me to write to you again for further assistance, and
so this is what I am doing. It seems the nub of your difficulty is a lack of
rolling stock and that “lengthening of a particular train can only be
achieved by shortening another”. I have every sympathy with your plight.
In fact I have personal experience of the problem you face.
You see I am a model railway enthusiast of some half a century ’ s
experience (OO Gauge). Indeed I have a layout that replicates in miniature
the journey from East Grinstead to London. As you can imagine, building
an exact replica of Clapham Junction was no mean feat, and meant taking
over our main bedroom, much to my wife Dierdre’s consternation. In fact,
I suspect she is responsible for some of the vandalism that I too have
experienced on my railway. Anyway, the point is many’s the time I’ve had
to take Pullman carriages from my ‘Brighton Belle’ and once even an
Ohio & Pacific caboose to provide for the 8.19 from Sanderstead to Victoria.
Indeed, it was this acquisition of rolling stock from elsewhere that gave me
the answer to your problems. I have a colleague who is a volunteer on the
Bluebell Railway. As you know, they restore old carriages (some dating back
to the 1950s) to their former glory to run on their line. Now, the Bluebell
line is actually very close to East Grinstead…
Yes, yo u ’ ve guessed it, Camille! I have actually negotiated the hire and
regular use of one of the Bluebell carriages, which could be hooked onto the
end of the train of yours I regularly catch to provide me with a seat. Of
course, I’m not selfish, and would be quite prepared to allow you to sell
special tickets to other passengers who would like a guaranteed seat in this
way. You could even turn it into a feature. Naturally there are a few logistics
to be ironed out. Being semi-retired I only travel to London twice a week,
but such details can be overcome with some judicious time-tabling.
Can you see how this is the answer? I hope you are as excited by the
prospect as I am! I think this is such a wonderful solution that I am
prepared to cancel my previous invoice and instead am sending you a new
one for the cost of the carriage hire; a sum which you will soon recoup
through additional special ticket sales.
I look forward to hearing from you.

Bob Johnstone
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“TREETOPS”, 58 SPITFIRE CLOSE, SOUTH CROYDON, SURREY

Richard Lancaster
Southern Customer Services
PO Box 277
Tonbridge
Kent TN9 2ZP

Dear Richard
Thank you so much for your kind and courteous reply to my last letter to
your colleague, Camille Thomas.
It’s a bit of a shame that Camille is no longer ‘in the loop’, as it were, as I
thought we were getting along rather well. However, I quite understand that
when you receive proposals as exciting and momentous as mine, it needs
to be passed up the chain of command to be dealt with at the highest level.
This has actually worked out for the best, because I have realised – as no
doubt did you – that my earlier proposal was flawed. Yes, Richard, you were
right in your judgement of giving it the thumbs down. I gather that was
your judgement because I suspect that you did not want to hurt my feelings
by outright rejection and so chose to let me down gently by not replying.
I understand. However, if we are to take things further I would encourage
you to be more candid in future. I thrive on constructive criticism!
So here’s my new proposal. I think you’re going to like this a lot. A lot
more practical than the extra private coach idea – and a lot less expensive!
In addition to model railways, my other passion in life is horticulture.
Specifically growing geraniums. It came to me as I was giving them their
Biofeed that this was the perfect solution to commuter frustration. Why not
put plant pots and hanging baskets on your station platforms and then
provide your customers with all they need to tend them?
It was help pass the time, it would engage them in a wonderfully creative
therapy, and it would beautify all our lives. Good for the commuters, good
for Southern, and good for the environment! Now, isn’t that a winner?
All I ask is that I become your preferred supplier of geraniums for the East
Grinstead to Victoria line.
I look forward to hearing your reaction with eager anticipation.
Yours sincerely

Bob Johnstone.

The Invoice Book

26/6/07

Mr Bob Johnstone
‘Treetops’
58 Spitfire Close
South Croydon
Surrey

06:25

Page 76

