A Whitsunday Outing

‘Eastbourne on a double-decker bus for £11 - no need to book, just board the bus at your local stop’. Sounds great - I’ve never been to Eastbourne and the weather forecast’s good for Sunday - I’ll phone Joan and tell her I shan’t be ringing for the morning services.
So, off I go on a beautiful Sunday morning on the top deck with all the other seaside-bound travellers. Quite soon we hear a repeating double bleep from the driver’s instrument panel warning him that something is wrong. He pulls off onto the hard shoulder to investigate but we are soon off again. After a repeat of this episode we leave the M25 at junction 28 and turn into a garage to await the arrival of an engineer to diagnose the problem. An hour passes while we make use of the toilet facilities and the shop and just sit or stand in the sun, getting to know each other quite well. The engineer declares the bus unfit for service and the driver phones in for a replacement. This will clearly take another hour to come so a meeting is held to decide what we should do as we are still a long way from Eastbourne. Some (including me) would like to abandon the day and go home but ‘Can’t we go to a nearer seaside place?’ cry the families with children. ‘Yes, we could go to Southend’ says the driver. So it is decided that those who want to go home can go back on the out-of-service bus while the others can be taken to Southend on the replacement bus. So another sunny hour passes. With so much time to reflect I find myself thinking that I should really go to Southend - I haven’t been there since I was a child so it would be interesting to see what’s changed. So when the new bus comes I get on it. Five minutes later the driver tells us that the engineer has decided that the old bus is not safe enough to take passengers back home so the trip to Southend is off since the new bus will have to do that job. This causes a near riot: ‘There’s only a few people wanting to go home - why should we all have to go back? Why can’t we have a vote on it?’ A deputation approaches the driver to negotiate and he is persuaded to take us all to Southend and then, immediately, make the return journey with those who want to go home.
So, off we go, bound for Southend amid cheers from the jubilant families and a sing-song from the downstairs travellers. Along the 127 there is one stop at a lay-by in answer to a double bleep from the dashboard which doesn’t bode well. Then we are on the outskirts of the town at around 12.30 with hundreds of other vehicles all trying to get into Southend. It takes us a full half hour to inch down to the seafront during which I am mentally weighing up the options of spending the rest of the day in Southend or giving up and going home. Just getting off the wretched bus becomes the most inviting prospect! But when we get there I take one look and know that I’m going to go home. The place is packed. A narrow strip of people-strewn sand fronts a huge expanse of mud beyond which the sea can  just be  glimpsed.  On the other  side of the road are  wall-to-wall amusement
arcades, pubs and cheap cafes. At least there’s a lovely fresh breeze and I breathe this in thankfully while waiting for the driver to eat his sandwiches (I’ve had nothing to eat or drink since breakfast).

So, it’s goodbye to sunny Southend (after another half hour of inching round roundabouts to get out) and off home. I’m now making mental plans about what I shall do when I get there - a cup of tea being the first priority. But soon we hear the dreaded double bleeps again and we have to pull in and send for the engineer once more. This time we are in a car-wash place so there’s not even a shop to keep us amused - or for me to buy some water. We watch the washing operations and wish we had the nerve to go and ask the men to spray our feet for us or let us cool down in the fine mist. It seems that the heat is also getting to the bus as when the engineer arrives in an hour’s time he pours gallons of water into it. And off we go again, with the engineer following behind. But the bus is not happy and we have to stop twice more for it to have further drinks. If I can go all day without a drink why can’t this bus go more than a few miles without one? Now the bleeps are going all the time but the pleas are ignored because we’re almost at the Potters Bar turn-off on the M25. Going slower and slower - will we make it onto the Southgate Road? Yes - finally we pull into the bus stop and I get off, go round to the back of the bus where it is having another large dose of water and ask if it’s advisable for me to walk home from here. It certainly is, I’m told, as it’s doubtful the bus will get any further. Home at last about 5.30 - that’ll teach me to abandon ringing on Whitsunday!
Joyce Wallis, bellringer

