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‘Place on Rail’. Transportation of the Dead by Train in the UK 

From construction in the 1830s, the UK rail network brought mobility not 

only for the living but also the dead. As a technological advancement railways 

revolutionised the transportation of coffins through providing an efficient, 

swift and cost-effective mode of conveyance; wherever a station existed, a 

coffin could be despatched or received. It was a task that continued until the 

motor hearse finally triumphed. Undertakers were key to facilitating this 

through booking the journey with the rail company along with delivering to 

and collecting coffins from stations. One London funeral director consistently 

records this task in their registers as ‘Place on rail at…’.  

Research into the movement of coffins by train has received little attention 

with the exception of studies into two cemetery railway services, accounts of 

high-profile journeys (such as royalty, members of the Churchill family, Dr 

Barnardo and William Gladstone) and a few brief references in biographical 

texts.1 This is the first study exploring the domestic despatch of coffins in the 

UK. 

Drawing largely from funeral directors’ records, this article examines the 

movement of coffins in the UK from the 1850s to the late 1950s, through 

exploring the scope, scale and cost of transportation along with booking and 

conveyance arrangements. 

Introduction 

Historically, the dead have either been buried where death occurred or 

returned to a location identified as ‘home’, with wealth and status being the 

key determinants as to whether this journey was completed. Prior to the 

railways, transport of a coffin was by a horse-drawn vehicle or, if abroad, by 

ship, both being costly and time-consuming.2 Whilst the rail network 

stimulated mobility for business, social and leisure purposes, it also 

increased the potential of death occurring away from the family home. 

Returning the body helped fulfil the psychological need for the dead to rest 

near those closest to the deceased. 

The building of the UK’s rail infrastructure coincided with the opening of the 

first wave of burial grounds, a development that effectively severed the 

Church of England’s monopoly on the provision of accommodation for the 

dead.3 Joint stock companies established cemeteries in the urban areas 

during the 1830s, such as Kensal Green (1832) and Highgate (1839) in 

London along with Liverpool (1826), Sheffield (1836), York (1837) and 


