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For Britain’s beleaguered army of commuters, things really are not as good as they used to be.
According to the Department of Transport, passenger numbers on trains are at levels last seen
in the 1950s. Overcrowding is rife.

Last year the Campaign for Better Transport even dispatched a man dressed as a 7ft sardine
to travel around Britain’s most crowded rail routes to highlight the plight of packed commuters.

But while commuting can be crowded and unpleasant, it is also endlessly repetitive. Those who
do it year in, year out realise that there are a number of coping strategies that can make the
journey, if not delightful, at least a little more bearable.

These include finding the optimum place to stand on a platform; going one stop in the opposite
direction and changing platform so as to find a seat; wearing trainers to dash through stations
before changing into smart shoes at work; or using a collapsible bicycle combined with a train
to “hybridise” your commute. But most involve finding seats and dealing with one’s fellow
passengers.

John Nash, chief executive of the technology
recruitment consultancy Nicholson, lives in
Wadhurst, Kent, and works in London Bridge. “If
you’re doing it day in, day out, you get it down to
a fine art,” he says. His top tip is to sit in the train
carriage that houses the toilet. “You get far more
leg room to stretch out and you can sometimes
even sleep.” This advice applies to the morning
run rather than late evening, he notes.

Little things can make a big difference. When Nicholson moved from Covent Garden to London
Bridge, Mr Nash thought his journey would be shortened and improved. But it got worse
because trains into London Bridge were more often packed. Mr Nash eventually bought a flat
in Shad Thames and is now a part-time commuter.

Andrew Holmes, managing partner of the UK consultancy Paricint, says that superficially
cunning commuting ruses can have pitfalls. For instance, more people are working flexibly and
so travel later in the morning. But while this gets you out of the commuter rush, it puts you into
family time: “You trade overcrowding for screaming children.”

Jason Torrance, campaigns director of the Campaign for Better Transport, whose short London
commute takes him from Stoke Newington to Old Street, says that in an ideal world, the
government would take a long-term, well-funded view of public transport. In the meantime, he
says: “I sometimes get on the bus one or two stops early to get a better place.” In spite of
often heavy traffic, Mr Torrance and many others say they prefer the bus because even if it is
stationary, there is something to look at and it is less claustrophobic.

Jeannie Chung, a New York architect who travels from Queens to Manhattan, writes a blog
about her experiences as The Daily Commuter. If you sit next to the doors, she says, you will
wind up with someone’s rump in your face; sit near the maps and people will lean over you
constantly; sit next to the driver on a bus and people will tread on your feet: “That seat is
cursed,” she writes.

Those who change lines during their journeys face extra complications. Shelley Atlas, chair of
the Brighton Line Commuters Association and a 30-year commuting veteran, says: “If you look
at Croydon Station, you see people racing across footbridges – a well planned changeover is
essential.”

On the positive side, she says that after commuting for a while you may fall in with a group of
train buddies. “You get a table together and on Fridays you might have a few drinks; it makes
it far more pleasant. In fact, back when there was a buffet car, we even used to have an hour-
long Christmas party on the train.”
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With an estimated 370,000 job losses to come in London over the next two years, there may
be a silver lining of sorts for commuters: either you’ll stand a much better chance of getting a
seat on the 8.15 to Cannon Street, or you won’t be taking the train at all.

For as most travellers know, the only way truly to take the pain out of the commute is to end it.
Nigel Gordijk, who runs his own web design company, is a former Brighton to London
commuter. “I was leaving the house at 7am and spending 25 hours a week travelling,” he says.
“I got a bit obsessive over getting ‘my’ seat.”

Mr Gordijk has since moved to a town of 7,500 in Canada. He works from home, though he
says: “I still have to “walk out of the house at 7am in winter to shovel the snow.”
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