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Editorial 

The history of the Journal 
The Society was founded in September 1954 with 
the aim being 'to encourage the study of the history 
of transport, with particular reference to railways, 
waterways and all matters associated with them'. The 
benefits of mutual assistance were recognised —
bringing together people with similar interests and 
enabling interchange of information. 

The Journal was (and is) the principal link with 
the Society's members. The first six page issue in 
January 1955 contained Society news, forthcoming 
events, information about archives, book reviews, 
members' queries and the first part of an article on 
an aspect ofrailway history. Since 1959 Society news 
and other ephemeral items have been published in a 
separate Bulletin, leaving the Journal with the more 
permanent academic content. Over the years, the 
number, length and depth of historical articles has 
increased; many articles have given research advice; 
authoritative book reviews have become particularly 
important (although for a period from 1975 they were 
published as a duplicated supplement); and letters 
and queries have been welcomed. The first map was 
in July 1969; the first illustration in October 1970; 
the first photograph in November 1975; and the first 
(and only) colour photographs in July 2001. 

In 1955 the Journal was produced quarterly, then 
from 1956 to 1964 is appeared every two months. 
From 1965 to 1973 it was quarterly, and since 1974 
there have normally been three copies a year. 

Changes in technology has resulted in the appear- 

ance improving considerably over the years. From 
1955 to 1962 the Journal was duplicated, then for 
two years offset-litho was used. Since 1965 it has 
been a printed booklet, though the format has 
changed over the years with the number of pages 
increasing from 20 to an average of 72. From 2002 
the Editor has had total control of the appearance 
using PageMaker, a desk-top publishing program. 

Jeoffry Spence edited the fourth issue (October 
1955), continuing in this role for 26 years. There 
have been four Editors subsequently: John Gough 
(1981-90), H P White (1990-94), Janet Cutler 
(1994-2001) and myself (2002-07). The next issue 
will have a new Editor, Peter Cross-Rudkin. 

The 200th Journal 
When I volunteered to be Editor, I said I would do it 
for six years. Then in the summer of 2006 I realised 
that this meant my last Journal would be number 
199 — and this got me thinking about doing an extra 
one at the end of 2007, with a special theme. I 
therefore appealed in the Bulletin for articles about 
unusual topics or to correct off-repeated errors in 
transport history. The membership has responded 
superbly, with seventeen stimulating articles from 
sixteen different authors, plus an evocative poem and 
my 'fillers'. The range of dates is wide, from the 
13th to the 20th century, as is the range of subject 
matter. After the poem, the articles are presented in 
chronological order. 

Peter Brown 

Ambergate Variations 1: Allegro 
John Poulter 

Drums? Are there drums? 
	

Are they envoys jostling to bring us news, 

Are they drums that I hear? 
	

Those torchlight troops on that opposite side? 

Is that smoke, gunsmoke, 	 And those spurts of steam, 

Disfiguring the sky? 
	

Those sudden puffs of anguished dust, 

And shrapnel and shell-shot 
	

Do they come from a conflict 

Blistering by? 
	

Running below? 
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The guns in the quarry may be silent, now, 

But see, there see, where 
Pins of light step down the hills 

To marshal by the river 
And dip their amber sabres down, 

Deep in the Derwent's water. 
Their shields are hung in terraced rows, 
Fluorescent camp-fires glitter bright 

And gaudy banners deck the dark. 

An Esso ensign's camped ahead — 
Its escort four salute our train: 
Sah! Sah! Sah! Sah! 

Twinlit heralds charge to and fro; 
One's trumpet sounds, and ours replies 

Where's this battle? 
What's the war? 

The moon is our pilot, bright above; 
Its delegate riders keep our pace, 
Coursing the rails that run at our side. 

We run with a rhythm, an urgent rhythm, 
A rhythm of rising forcefulness — 

An iron determination formed 
To wind the lumbering river aside 

And make the mountains kneel. 
We cut through canyons 
We clatter between their writhing sides, 

We vault over hollows, and a stream, and a gorge; 
With a rasp and a crackle from barking walls 

Notes 
The idea for 'Ambergate Variations' came one evening in 
1967 whilst travelling by express train from Derby to 
Manchester along the old Midland Railway route through 
Ambergate in Derbyshire. It was dark at the time and had 
been raining, but the clouds were clearing away and the 
moon and the stars were out. Looking down from the 
train, hauled by a growling Type 4 diesel engine, vehicles' 
lights could be seen glistening on the wet roads, whilst 
street lamps, clouds, and the moon were all reflected in 
the River Derwent below and the surrounding hillsides 
were studded with lights. The impressions of these effects 

As our vanguard spurs and onward roars. 

We follow, we follow in unison: 
Onward our mission! Forward our force! 

Faster! Fiercer! Faster! Fiercer! 
The ground will tremble beneath our power 

Our fanfares shall shatter the teeming night. 
So we come! we come! To 

High and haughty trumpet calls, 
We ride with the Horse, 
Hot hammering Horse, 

Into and through a cavern of thunder. 

Then out, out from the stinking smoke 
And booming snarls of combat roused 

To the open air, under a heaven 
Now rinsed in thunderbolt black 

And there, there, dimly picked on a pewter sky, 
Our flanks: — both rimmed with marching frees, 
Armoured and weaponed in silver leaves, 

Wheeling, rounding to come our way. 

This mighty tumult, this surging force, 
This throng of Night's protagonists, 
Assembles each dusk — grim or gay 

To vanquish the remnants of fleeing Day; 
In turn, like the empires built by man, 

Only to weaken and vanish away 
When dawn hoists the plumes of the next new day. 

brought several images to mind, but as the metaphors 
developed they did not coalesce into a single poem. Rather, 
they formed themselves into six separate poems — some 
fast, some slow, some lively or jestful, some mournful or 
sad. In the end it seemed natural to adopt a musical analogy 
and cast them into a set of six variations on the same scene. 
The first variation, Allegro, is reproduced here. 

The full poem together with others has been published 
in a volume titled Selected Poems, which may be obtained 
from the author (an RCHS member) at 52A High Street, 
Wing, Leighton Buzzard, LU7 ONR, price £10. 

739 

         

     

      

     

      

     

       

    

      

    

      

    

      

      

   

   

       

      

        

        

     

    

      

     

    

      

          

         

 
         
         

        
           

          
          

          
          
          

        
         

 

       

      

      

    

       

       

      

     

     

   

       

       

      

       

     

         

       

      

      

      

     

     

       

        

      

          

         
          

        
          
            
             
       

         
          

          
        



Medieval Turnpikes 
Peter King 

The term 'turnpike' normally refers to a method of 
managing major roads in the 18th and early 19th 
centuries. To apply the adjective 'medieval' to the 
word may seem odd, but an analogous system existed 
in the medieval period, though it was not common 
for roads. The early modem system of turnpikes 
depended on the passing of a multitude of local Acts 
of Parliament, creating over 700 separate tumpike 
trusts.' The medieval equivalents were grants of 
murage (to build or repair town walls), pontage (to 
build or repair bridges), pavage (to pave or repair 
roads, including markets places), and (rarely) 
quayage. The tolls were somewhat similar in their 
administration and may thus conveniently be 
discussed together. Most were concerned with the 
towns themselves, rather than the roads between 
them. In all cases, the toll was granted by the king 
by letters patent, and we know of them because they 
were enrolled in the patent rolls, calendars of which 
have been published. Each patent granted specific 
tolls to be levied on traffic. These were not the same 
in every case, but details of the tolls are generally 
not available in print and will thus not be discussed 
here. 

This article will start by looking at the nature of 
the various tolls, but focusing on those for roads. It 
will then consider various routes from London to the 
Northwest, branching off Watling Street across the 
West Midlands. Finally, it will discuss the adminis-
tration of the tolls and what came after them. 

Ancient obligations 

The Laws of Edward the Confessor placed four ways 
under the king's peace, that is, 'Watling Street, the 
Fosse, Hikenilde Street, and Ermine Street, of which 
two extend the length of the kingdom and two its 
breadth'. It similarly placed navigable rivers (not 
named) carrying victuals to cities and towns under 
the king's peace. Other roads from city to city or 
town to town, by which men went to market, were 
placed under the law of the County, as were lesser 
waters bringing necessaries to cities and towns such 
as wood.' 

This is in a sense a reflection of the trinoda 
necessitas, which Saxon kings invariably reserved 
in granting 'freedom from all secular dues' for estates.  

The three dues (or duties) reserved were service in 
the army, repairing bridges, and fortifications. These 
existed as incidents of tenure, due in proportion to 
the hidage of the estate' 

After the Norman Conquest this system seems to 
have broken down. Military service continued, but 
assessed in knight's fees, rather than according to 
the hidage. The defence of towns became less 
necessary after the reign of Stephen, with a united 
peaceful country except on the Welsh and Scottish 
borders. With the growth in trade, bridges became 
more necessary, but the ancient system only provided 
for maintenance of the status quo, not for 
improvements or for the repair of anything new. In 
particular, Magna Carta prohibited the imposition of 
new obligations to repair bridges, so that the repair 
of new bridges could not become an incident of 
tenure.' Thus, there was no enforceable obligation 
to pay for the erection of a new bridge or its repair, 
or for the extension of town walls where suburbs had 
grown up beyond the walls of a Saxon burh. The 
traditional obligation in respect of ancient bridges 
should have remained, but was not necessarily easy 
to enforce. 

Medieval Tolls 

Murage 

After Magna Carta, the practice grew up of granting 
tolls ('murage') to towns on goods brought to market, 
to build (or improve) the walls or to build or repair 
bridges. Most of the earliest such grants were to 
towns at risk from Welsh incursions such as 
Shrewsbury, Worcester, Bridgnorth, and Hereford 
(see Table 1). Other early grants were to the ports of 
Scarborough, Bristol, and Exeter; and to the cities 
of York, Carlisle, and Lincoln, but these were fewer 
and mostly began slightly later. Those in the south 
and west relate to Saxon burhs. An exception is 
Ludlow, where the grant was to individuals from the 
Genevile and Verdun families who shared its 
lordship. Perhaps surprisingly, there were also 
murage grants for towns in the Welsh Marches, where 
the king's writ did not run: Hay on Wye (1232 —the 
year after it was burnt by Llywellyn ab Iorwerth —
and 1237); Oswestry (1257 and 1277); Radnor 
(1257); Abergavenny (1259 and 1295); Knighton 
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Table 1: Early murage grants in the Midlands and Welsh border 

Shrewsbury 1218 1220 1224 1225 1226 1227 	1229 	1233 1235 1245 1252 1254 1256 
1257 1266 1272 

Bridgnorth 1220 1223 1227 1233 1241 122 	1256 	1257 1265 1285 

Stafford 1224 1226 1233 

Worcester 1224 1225 1229 1234 1235 1236 	1252 	1257 1264 1269 1280 1292 1298 

Oxford 1226 1229 1237 1251 
Hereford 1228 1230 1232 1235 1238 1251 	1256 	1261 1265 1271 1298 

Gloucester 1232 1238 1250 1260 1265 1298 
Ludlow 1260 1266 1271 1280 1285 1290 	1294 	1299 
Bristol 1232 1234 1241 1244 1257 (for castle) 1267 

Chester 1249 

Source: Cal. Pat R. 1216-1301 passim 

(1260 and 1277); Montgomery (1267 and 1277); and 
Clun (1277). Again the grants were usually to their 
lords. These grants were much more rare after the 
final conquest of Wales in 1283' 

Pontage 

There were similar grants, sometimes to named indi-
viduals and sometimes to 'bailiffs and good men' of 
a nearby village, imposing a toll (`pontage') on traffic 
crossing a bridge. During the mediaeval period —
from the 1220s to the 1440s — such grants were 
quite commonplace, some 350 such grants being 
made in the period. The earliest of these relate to 
the repair of bridges at Ferrybridge (Yorkshire) and 
Staines (on the river Thames) both in 1228, and the 
construction of a stone bridge at Doncaster in 1247. 
Another means by which new bridges were built was 
by acts of charity, and the keeper of the bridge sought 
protection (presumably from being arrested as a 
vagrant) to enable him to solicit funds for it as in the 
case of Henley Bridge in 1234 and Burton upon Trent 
in 1324, a subject mentioned again below. 

Pavage 

Pavage was a similar kind of grant, for paving and 
repairing roads. There were some 400 such grants 
in the medieval period. One of the earliest of these 
was to Shrewsbury in 1266 `for the paving of the 
new market place', removed from the churchyard of 
St Alkmund and St Juliana. The only earlier pavage  

grants are one for Beverley in 1255 and another for 
Grimsby (also covering walls). The next was for 
Chester in 1279. Such grants were frequently made 
in the 14th and early 15th centuries, but mostly to 
pave the streets of towns, rather than the roads 
between towns. Other towns in the Midlands 
benefiting from such grants included Stafford (1295), 
Newport in Shropshire (1298), Lichfield (1299), 
Derby (1302), Warwick (1305 with murage), Wor-
cester and Dudley (1315), Weobley and Droitwich 
(1 3 1 6 ), Tamworth (1 3 1 7), Atherstone (1 3 1 9), 
Eccleshall (13 2 1), Bridgnorth and Tewkesbury 
(1324), Winchcombe and Tenbury (1327), Evesham 
and Banbury (13 2 8), Stratford upon Avon (1331), 
`Bemingham' (1333), and Ledbury (1365). Some 
places had successive grants; they were particularly 
frequent at Scarborough, Droitwich, and Beverley. 
Some were combined with murage or pontage, and 
at Bristol and Scarborough with a quayage, which 
hardly occurs elsewhere. 

Rural main roads 

While most grants related to towns and market places, 
a few grants were concerned with the roads outside 
towns, but these were quite rare. Pontage often 
covered not only the bridge but the causeways leading 
to it, but in a few cases a grant described as pontage 
was made in respect of a road. An early example of 
this, dated 1314, related to the causey between Louth 
and Cockerington (east of the town), and through 
Tumby (near Coningsby), which evidently refers to 
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some 20 miles of the main road south of Louth, down 
the Bain valley. 

This case is exceptional. Most grants for roads 
are described as pavage, and they mostly relate to 
the great arterial roads radiating out from London, 
which then (as now) was the greatest city in Britain. 
Roads to it would inevitably suffer the greatest wear. 
One of the earliest pavage grants for a main road 
was made in 1347 for Watling Street, to the men of 
Barnet for paving the highway from St Albans to their 
town and so to Finchley Wood. This was followed 
by a similar toll to be taken at Highgate or elsewhere 
in 1359, and a separate toll between Highgate and 
Smithfield in 1363 and 1377. Another toll was 
collected for the road from Smithfield Bar to Islington 
in 1380 and 1385, and to Edgware in 1389. 

Further up Watling Street, a pontage was granted 
in 1352 for the causeway between the bridge of 
Stoney Stratford towards le shrob and the chapel of 
St John (which was in ruins), following a pontage 
for Stony Stratford Bridge in 1349 for the bridge 
and causey adjoining. Pontage was granted for the 
same bridge in 1380 for six years and for that at Fenny 
Stratford for three years in 1383. A pavage was 
granted to a hermit for the highway from Fenny 
Stratford to Stony Stratford in 1391, followed by 
pontages for Stony Stratford and Fenny Stratford 
bridges in 1398 and 1401 respectively, the former to 
a hermit. These all relate to Watling Street in 
Buckinghamshire, and (despite the gaps) may 
represent the continuous collection of a toll for nearly 
25 years. 

West of London, frontagers were required in 1315 
to repair the road from Temple Bar to the gate of 
Westminster Palace.' A pavage was granted periodi-
cally from Temple Bar to Charing (Cross) or West-
minster from 1346 intermittently until 1400, with an 
audit being held in 1395. Some of these grants 
provided for frontagers to pave seven feet in front of 
their houses. This was followed by tolls granted 
between Charing Cross and Brainsford on the Great 
West Road from 1360 until about 1390, though 
perhaps not quite continuously. 

The Oxford Road, from Uxbridge and Acton to 
London was subjected to a toll from 1358 and 1361 
each for five years, but apparently not subsequently. 
However, a toll was imposed on the road from Oxford 
to Headington Hill in 1380 and on that from Oxford 
to Woodstock in 1390. 

Another group of grants relate to the Old North 
Road in Hertfordshire. Pavage was granted for one  

year from Puckeridge to (Great) Hormead in 1375; to 
Wadesmill the next year; to Lapdenbrigge (presum-
ably the bridge over a brook, just south of Lapden's 
Farm at Colliers End, four miles north of Ware) in 
1389. The following year a more extensive grant was 
made covering the roads through Wadesmill to 
Buntingford and Braughing.' Perhaps surprisingly, 
the road from Aston to Watton at Stone and Staple-
ford also had a pavage for one year in 1390; this is 
parallel to the road just described, linking Hertford 
with the present Great North Road (now A 1 ). The 
lack of pavage for the Great North Road suggests 
that it was a less important route, perhaps because it 
did not lead to Ware, the head of navigation on the 
river Lea. Further south, tolls were payable between 
Hackney and Edmonton from 1365 to 1376; while the 
road between Waltham and Shoreditch had a pavage 
grant in 1386; and that up the other side of the Lea 
valley through Leyton and North Weald to Harlow 
was paved from 1404. 

Elsewhere, such grants were few and far between. 
The road between Hull and Anlaby on the approach 
to that port from the east was paved in 1375. The 
grant two years earlier in respect of the highway from 
Burstwick and Hedon (east of Hull) and so to 
Driffield (about 20 miles north of Hull) appears to 
concern two other roads out of Hull, including 
crossing the marshy valley of the river Hull. 

A hermit took a toll on the way from Bradford 
Bridge to Thomwater Bridge from 1390. These were 
perhaps at Bradford on Tone and Thornfalcon, on 
the Exeter and London roads out of Taunton 
respectively, and this evidently represents an effort 
to improve the roads into that town.8  These may 
perhaps be regarded as extensions of town pavage 
into the adjoining country. 

The grants mentioned in this section, together with 
those in Shropshire mentioned in the next section, 
are all there ever were. They almost all fall within 
the 60-year period 1345 to 1405. 

Roads across the Midlands 

The great road northwest from London was the 
Roman Watling Street. This ran (indeed runs) to 
Wroxeter ( Groconium) near Shrewsbury. However, 
beyond the section discussed above, much of the 
traffic turned off this at Weedon to go through 
Dav entry and Coventry. At Meriden (beyond 
Coventry), the road divided. One road ran west 
through Solihull and Alvechurch to Bromsgrove, 
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where it met a major route running northeast from 
Gloucester to Derby and Yorkshire. This appears 
on Gough's map of 1360, but has declined into insig-
nificance, surviving only as a lane for much of its 
length and not at all in a few places.9  Two miles 
west of Meriden, this road crossed the river Blythe 
at Stonebridge, whose name suggests a predecessor 
of considerable antiquity, coming from a period when 
stone bridges were unusual. It was called the Bridge 
of Bradeford (that is, Broad Ford) in 1299.10  A 
Chester Road diverged from that road and one to 
Birmingham at Stonebridge to rejoin Watling Street 
at Brownhills (near Cannock). A traveller could 
alternatively cross Watling Street, and continue 
northwest over Cannock Chase, to Stafford and 
Eccleshall. However its continuation beyond 
Mucklestone is not obvious." 

A third road diverged at Stonebridge towards 
Birmingham. This is now called 'Holyhead Road' 
where it leaves Birmingham. It continued to Wolver-
hampton, and then formerly divided at the Wergs a 
few miles further west.' The start of the southern 
branch, to Shifnal and Wellington, and so to 
Shrewsbury was a turnpike, until it was stopped up 
in 1810, when a new road was laid out across Kings-
wood Common, linking its continuation to the 
northern branch (to Newport and Whitchurch)." 
Both these roads were important enough to have tolls 
imposed for their maintenance. A pontage toll for 
Cosford Bridge (across a tributary of the river Worfe) 
was granted in 1328. This bridge (or a successor) 
was rebuilt in 1780 and again in 1821, on that 
occasion under the supervision of Thomas Telford 
as part of his work for the Holyhead Road Commis-
sion. Beyond Shifnal (formerly called Ideshale), the 
road to Snedshill and then to Wellington was the 
subject of successive medieval pontage grants in 
1332 and 1335. This rejoined Watling Street for the 
last stage to Shrewsbury, and became part of the 19th 
century post road to Holyhead (for Ireland). 

The northern branch from the fork at The Wergs 
was improved under pontage grants for the Bridge 
of Longford and the Tern Bridge between Newport 
and Bletchley, the former at Newport and the latter 
some ten miles further on. 'Longford' is actually the 
name of the road, more than a place. Later grants 
also covered the causey as well as the bridges, but 
do not mention the crossing of the river Roden at 
Standford, where the old bridge is another designed 
by Telford.' Between Hinstock and Bletchley this 
approximately follows a Roman road for a few miles, 
but elsewhere the Roman route (from Pennocrucium,  

near Gailey on Watling Street) has been abandoned 
or survives merely as lanes." This road also con-
tinues to be an important main one, passing through 
Whitchurch and leading to Chester. 

Yet another road northwest from Coventry 
separated from those described at Meriden itself, 
somewhat before Stonebridge. It passed through 
what is now Great Packington Park and crossed the 
river Blythe into Coleshill. This was diverted in 1760 
so as to diverge from the rest just west of Stone-
bridge, under an Act of Parliament obtained by the 
principal residents of Packington (probably meaning 
the Earl of Aylesford and his family and tenants), 
adding an extra mile to the road." It was unusual for 
a private individual to cause a turnpike to be diverted 
in this way, but may have been due to the loss of its 
bridge over the Blythe. From Coleshill, it continued 
to Lichfield and Rugeley. It then crossed the river 
Trent at Wolseley Bridge, and followed the Trent 
valley to Stone. This was evidently another important 
medieval road, as Wolseley Bridge had two pontage 
grants in the 1380s, while that at Stone over the 
Wynefrith (presumably the brook flowing into the 
Trent there) was the subject of one in 1328. 

Shortly after Stone, the road recrossed the Trent at 
Darlaston Bridge, which was the subject of a pontage 
grant in 1372. This crossing was evidently once 
called Meaford, which is the name of the two small 
Domesday manors on the east bank of the river, 
suggesting that this road from Lichfield (and also 
Tamworth) to Chester and the north is of considerable 
antiquity. The road forked at Meaford, one branch 
going northwest to Chester and the other north 
towards Lancaster and Carlisle." On the northern 
road, there were pontages for bridges at Warrington 
and Sankey in Lancashire in 1305 (renewed in 1310). 

Mediaeval toll administration 

The pontage system was used for just over two 
centuries; urban pavage for about as long (though 
beginning later); but rural pavage for just 60 years. 

The system of pontage and pavage was in some 
respects similar to the turnpike system of the 18th 
century: a toll was collected to finance public works 
for the general good. The main difference concerned 
the payment of interest. In the 18th century, the 
payment of interest on the money borrowed was a 
matter of course. In the medieval period, usury was 
a grave sin, and none would have been paid. 
Presumably in many cases, the works could not be 
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undertaken until enough money was collected. In 
others, some rich man must have advanced money 
before the works were done, effectively making an 
interest-free loan to the project. This is presumably 
why, in some cases, the grantee was an individual —
evidently the financier or his nominee — rather than 
the bailiffs and good men of an adjoining village. 

The tolls (like all those under discussion) were for 
short periods. It is not clear how far the collection 
of pavage may have continued after grants expired, 
or whether the deterioration of the road encouraged 
the renewal of the pavage after it lapsed. Murage 
was renewed at intervals over long periods, perhaps 
reflecting the high capital cost of walls. Pontage was 
sometimes renewed for a second or third term, pre-
sumably because not enough money had been raised 
during the first. In each case the grant seems to have 
arisen as a result of a local request, some of which 
are preserved as 'ancient petitions'.12  That for the 
road from Idesale to Snedshill is very brief, just three 
lines.19  A few grants from the time of Edward I and 
Edward II have been classified as petitions to 
Parliament and published as such. This includes one 
preliminary to a pontage (one of the many) for 
Holland Bridge and one of the petitions relating to 
Longford in Shropshire.' 

There is comparatively little evidence of disputes. 
The grant of pavage for Pontefract in 1327 was 
revoked, 'because they did not consent'. Audits of 
the receivers' accounts were ordered from time to 
time in respect of all three tolls. For example for 
pavage at Cambridge (in 1295 and 1303), at Beverley 
(also in 1303), and at Southwark (in 1323); and 
pontage at Nottingham in 1346; but this happened 
only in a small minority of cases. 

Two disputes appear among early Chancery 
proceedings: Simon Bynham chaplain complained 
(presumably in 1389) of the refusal of William Quye 
and Hugh Bocher to pay pavage for several quantities 
of merchandise on the road between Puckeridge 
chapel and Labbeden bridge and assaulting John 
Stoule his servant. The poor of the county of Middle-
sex complained that the collectors of pavage in St 
Andrews Holbom were detaining money collected 
for paving the high road there." Presumably, disputes 
arose only in a few cases, and local accounting 
arrangements usually sufficed. 

Both pavage and pontage apparently ceased to be 
granted from about the time Henry VI attained his 
majority; certainly no grants were enrolled. A few 
grants appear in the charter rolls in the reign of  

Edward IV. Thus, the Bailiffs of Bridgwater were 
allowed a toll for the repair of their bridge in 1468, 
the last case of this found." 

Bridges might also be built as works of piety. Thus, 
bridge chapels are a feature of many medieval 
bridges, so that a chaplain could pray for those who 
paid for it. Some bridges were financed by the sale 
of indulgences, as with Bewdley Bridge, where the 
Bishop of Worcester granted 40 days indulgence to 
contributors in 1447.23  Occasionally the keeper of a 
bridge was called a hermit, as at Stony Stratford in 
1400. These were not generally profit-making 
ventures, but for the bridge and causeway across the 
fens between Grantham and Boston, so many grants 
were made to the Prior of St Saviours, Holland Bridge 
(at Bridgend in Horbling, Lincolnshire), that it would 
seem likely that this merely became the part of the 
revenue of that house. The house had been founded 
in 1177 with the obligation to maintain the causeway, 
but that proved to be a heavy burden, leading them 
to seek aid for fulfilling it.24  Similarly, Maidenhead 
Bridge enjoyed pontage almost continuously from 
1297 and pontage was eventually made permanent 
with the foundation of a chantry and guild in 1452.25  
The West Bridge at Gloucester was built in the time 
of Henry II and was similarly maintained by the 
Hospital of St Bartolomew, which was authorised as 
a chantry in 1232; it also cared for the poor and sick.' 

Later events 

Various towns had Parliamentary ordinances for the 
paving of their streets, imposing liability on 
frontagers. Paving by this means was authorised for 
named streets in Northampton in about 1430. How-
ever, a similar request for Gloucester received the 
royal veto in about 1455, but was granted in 1473 
(but for its four main streets only). About six other 
towns obtained similar ordinances in the following 
15 years.27  

It is not clear how bridges were repaired in the 
late 15th century and until Henry VIII's Statute of 
Bridges in 1531. This placed the supervision of 
bridges under the control of the magistrates in Quarter 
Sessions for each county. Where no one else was 
liable, they were to carry out the repairs, and levy a 
rate on the county to pay for it. That system continued 
until responsibility for bridges passed to county 
councils in the late 19th century. Nor was there any 
general obligation to repair roads until this was made 
a parish responsibility in 1555. However the lack of 
any legislative action on the subject suggests that 
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condition of the roads did not cause any particular 
problems. There is ample evidence that long distance 
carriers were operating regular services, though the 
best evidence for this comes from the 17th and 18th 
centuries." 

In 1622, a proposal was made to improve the Great 
North Road between Biggleswade and Baldock, but 
it failed to pass into law, 'because it was a tax upon 
all passengers, thereby savouring of monopoly'; this 
was shortly before the passage of the Statute of 
Monopolies." 

Legislative action relating to specific roads began 
in 1662 shortly after the Restoration when a toll was 
imposed on the Old North Road. The Act described 
the problem with this road: 

Whereas the ancient highway and post road from 
London to York and so into Scotland and likewise 
London to Lincolnshire yet for many miles in 
Hertfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire 
in many places by reason of the great and many loads 
which are weekly drawn through the said places as 
well by reason of the great trade of malt and barley 
that cometh to Ware and so is conveyed by water to 
the City of London, as by other carriages both from 
the north part and the City of Norwich, St Edmunds 
Bury and the town of Cambridge to London is very 
ruinous and become almost impassible in so much it 
is dangerous for His Majesty's liege people that pass 
that way. 

It provided that the Justices of the Peace for each 
county might borrow money to repair the roads and 
collect tolls to repay the loans. An Act of 1666 added 
the road from London to Cambridge, and made other 
amendments including extending the term of the 
Hertfordshire toll from 14 to 21 years. The Hertford-
shire toll at Wadesmill was renewed in 1694 (having 
expired), and continued until 1733, when it was 
replaced by the (by then) more usual kind of turnpike 
organisation, run by a body of trustees (or commis-
sioners), rather than directly by Quarter Sessions." 

A similar scheme seems to have been contemplated 
for Watling Street in the early 1660s, but the bill failed 
to pass?' Nothing more happened until the 1690s, 
when further turnpike acts began to be passed. The 
circumstances of many of these schemes require local 
study, but some concern particular notoriously bad 
roads. The highways from Gloucester to the top of 
the Cotswolds, up Birdlip and Crickley Hills, were 
tumpiked as early as 1698, the first in the Midlands. 
Crickley Hill remains a major route to this day, but 
the use of Birdlip Hill (which is steeper) has in recent 
times been discouraged for all but local traffic. 
Nevertheless, their continuations to Cirencester and  

Oxford were not subjected to the regime for almost 
half a century, in 1747 and 1751 respectively. These 
were particularly important roads since they were 
used for the carriage of goods between two great 
navigable rivers, the Severn and the Thames. 

The road between Worcester and Droitwich was 
turnpiked in 1715. In 1706, the inhabitants of 
Droitwich had unsuccessfully petitioned Parliament, 
complaining that the road from there to Worcester 
was, 

... so very much destroyed by the great carriage of 
salt, iron, coals, and other wares that they are almost 
impassible, several carts and wagons having been 
there broke, the goods spoiled and many horses lost, 
and the inhabitants are incapable of repairing the same 
by the laws now in force, to the great prejudice of 
trade in that part of the country'." 

Droitwich had salt springs, but brine boiling 
depended on coal brought from elsewhere which had 
to be landed at Worcester and taken the last few miles 
by road. 

In the same period, improvements to Watling Street 
and the continuation of the route described earlier 
through Daventry and Coventry began to be made, 
so that the whole road to Stonebridge near Meriden 
was turnpiked by 1722, but the link from there to 
Birmingham not until 1745. The next section of the 
Chester Road was improved by a trust concerned 
with a number of roads into Lichfield in 1729; when 
this was renewed in 1744 the trustees powers were 
extended (impracticably) as far as Chester. Two 
sections of the Great West Road were turnpiked in 
1708, including the descent into Bath down Kings-
down Hill (under an Act that also provided for the 
paving and lighting of that city). The steep hills down 
the side of the Avon Gorge are likely always to have 
been difficult. Further sections of the Great West 
Road were tumpiked in 1726 and 1727. 

Once the institution of the turnpike had been 
invented and was accepted as a normal means of 
maintaining main roads, the system was gradually 
applied to more roads. However this only happened 
slowly, with a few Acts being passed each year. There 
was a burst of activity in the mid 1720s, but it was 
only from the 1750s that the most main roads were 
tumpiked.33  The comparatively slow take up suggests 
that most roads were reasonably passable. No doubt 
they were not as good as after the turnpike trustees 
had spent significant amount of borrowed money on 
them, but it is clear that people generally managed 
to get about very well by road even before the advent 
of the turnpike. 
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Rolls (CPR) (many volumes, HMSO, 1891-1916). 
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are from these Calendars; they should be readily 
identifiable in the incdices from their dates. In the section 
`Later events', the various Statutes and Private Acts 
referred to have not been detailed. It must be remembered 
that Private Acts are a different series from Public (and 
General) Acts. 

A typescript with the full references has been deposited 
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libraries. 
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Hardham Canal Tunnel 

P A L Vine 

Canal tunnels there are in plenty, and on the continent 
they extend to those built to allow river navigations 
to take a more direct route. It is not generally known 
that one such tunnel was built in Great Britain. 

The tunnel at Hardham in West Sussex was 375 
yards in length, with a minimum width of 12ft 6in 
and a headroom of 7ft. Its purpose was to shorten 
the distance between the upper reaches of the Arum 
Navigation and Arundel by a little over three miles. 
What is surprising in retrospect is that so costly a 
work was built by a company whose authorised 
capital was £10,000 of which only £7,000 had been 
subscribed when work began in 1785. 

Arthur Young stated that the tunnel cost £6,000, 
so that it was not unexpected that work was 
suspended in 1787 until £3,000 could be borrowed. 
Not until Lord Egremont bought a controlling interest 
in the Arun Navigation Company in 1796 was the 
outstanding mortgage repaid. 

The official opening of the Lower Arun Navigation 
was on Saturday 14 August 1970. The Sussex Weekly 
Advertiser heralded the occasion by recording how 
the proprietors embarked on their gaily coloured 
barge at Coldwaltham Lock in the presence of 
hundreds of spectators. Attended by a band they 
proceeded through the tunnel to Stopham Wharf. 
Here a 'cold collation and plenty of wine were 
provided while the workmen emptied two or three 
hogsheads of strong beer given to them by their 
masters'. 

An onlooker reported that 
The opening and passing through the Tunnel, at 
Hardham Hill, was a novel, and interesting sight to 
me. The day was remarkably fine. About one o'clock 
the first barge gave the signal for starting by a 
discharge of cannon mounted thereon; the barge, was 
followed by two more, very much crowded with 
company, both of ladies and gentlemen. 

In the first of these, was a band of music; at the 
entrance the first barge again fired her guns, and then 
the procession proceeded through the subterraneous 
passage; the glommy-ness of the scene, and faint 
sound of the music, were altogether charming; at 
coming out of the Tunnel, the guns again saluted, the 
colours were again hoisted, and the barges and 
company, passed through the locks, and so to 
Stopham. Extract from Froggett c map of the Rape of 

Arundel, 1819 (scale approximately 1:87,000) 
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Here, booths were pleasantly placed, wherein the 
company dined; after which a contest between some 
barges took place which included a guinea being 
awarded to the barge loaded with 30 tons of chalk 
which passed through the tunnel in the shortest time. 
Much jollity and good humour mark'd the evening, 
and the welkin resounded with the cheers of the 
multitude and the noise of the cannon. 

The only other recorded account of a passage 
through the tunnel was provided by J B Dashwood 
in July 1867) In the course of his voyage from the 
Thames to the Solent to watch the naval Review (held 
at Spithead in honour of the Sultan of Turkey's visit) 
he and his wife ventured through. He wrote: 

At the entrance of the tunnel we found another small 
lock, where we parted company with the pony, which 
had to go over the top and meet us at the other end. I 
punted the boat along by means of the boat-hook 
against the roof. In the middle it became quite dark, 
and we could only just guide our-selves by means of 
the bright outlet at the end. The roof was covered in 
stalactites, and in places the water fell upon us from 
crevices above in heavy drops, so that we had to try  

and steer clear of them where we heard their splashes 
on the water below. It took about ten minutes to pass 
through this subterranean passage, and when we 
emerged on the other side it was some moments before 
we became accustomed to the bright light of day. We 
were detained here some little while, for the groom 
had mistaken his way, and did not turn up for about 
twenty minutes after we had got out of the tunnel. 

The tunnel remained in commercial use until 
January 1889. In 1898, the London, Brighton & 
South Coast Railway, foreseeing the possibility of 
subsidence, blocked up the tunnel at the points where 
the lines from Pulborough to Arundel and to Petworth 
passed overhead. 

In 1916 George Newnes published the Nine 
Holiday Adventures of Mr P J Davenant in the Year 
1915. The author, Lord Frederic Hamilton, former 
Etonian, diplomat and MP, chose the canal tunnel to 
be the place where two German spies were to blow 
up the Royal Train as it passed over the tunnel. Not 
surprisingly the plot is foiled by the schoolboy hero 
at the eleventh hour. 

The north end of Hardham Tunnel in 1952. The concrete dam was built by the 
Southern Water Authority on the site of Tunnel Lock. (Photograph: author) 
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The north end of Hardham Tunnel in 1843. Observe the crude tree trunks used as beams 
for the gates of Tunnel Lock 

(From the Sketchbook of Thomas Evershed; copyright, author) 

Locks cause illness 

`A survey of a very necessary and uncommon nature will soon take place throughout Great Britain. The 
County Members, attended by medical men, are to visit all the natural rivers and canals, where lock 
work is concerned, and to make their report what increase of agues and other disorders may be attributed 
to this ill-judged mode of stagnating navigations.' 

[Shrewsbury Chronicle, 10 April 1795] I 
L 	 J 
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`The Machine': A Boat Lift Mystery Solved? 

Richard Dean 

The operation of canal locks requires a large quantity 
of water, doubled when the waterway crosses a 
summit with lock flights descending in two 
directions. Water was a valuable commodity in an 
era when even the smallest streams could power a 
succession of mills, and there is no doubt that the 
supply problem was a severe constraint to the spread 
of the canal system, with many minds being exercised 
in finding a viable alternative method of moving 
boats from one level to another. Ideas for water-
saving locks, vertical lifts, or inclined planes prolifer-
ated during the canal mania of the early 1790s, but 
all the lifts that were built at this time were experi-
mental and failed to supplant the use of ordinary locks 
for sustained commercial operation. 

The sites of most of these devices are well 
recorded, but speculation still surrounds that which 
is known to have been built for the use of the 
Ellesmere Canal, and this article aims to bring 
together the limited data concerning it and to assess 
the likely location. 

Origins 

A newspaper report of 1790 tells us that: 
Mr Duncombe, Engineer to the intended canal 
between the Severn and the Dee, has invented a 
method of raising Boats of any tonnage to the highest 
summit whatever, and letting down the same without 
loss of water, with perfect safety and more expedition 
than by the common Water Locks now in use. What 
is more remarkable, a loaded or unloaded boat can 
come up while an unloaded one goes down ... and 
the whole is performed by a uniform unaccelerated 
motion.' 
The canal referred to is the Ellesmere scheme, the 

early history of which has been dealt with elsewhere.' 
John Duncombe, an engineer from Oswestry, carried 
out the initial surveys, but of his invention we know 
nothing more than the bare facts quoted above. It 
may have been an inclined plane or a vertical lift, 
but he clearly envisaged two counterbalanced cradles 
or caissons. Whether this proposal developed further, 
or influenced later events, is a matter for speculation. 

Three years later, Letters Patent were granted for 
An Improved Method of Constructing Navigable  

Canals without the Use of Locks or Inclined Planes, 
and whereby most of the Objections to and 
Inconveniences arising from Canals are effectually 
removed' 

The patentees were Edward Rowland and Exuperius 
Pickering. Rowland lived at Plas Reunion and was 
a subscriber to the canal, sat for many years on the 
Committee, and owned land and collieries near 
Ruabon. Pickering similarly was involved with min-
ing in the area. Both would have known Duncombe. 

Description 

The principle of the device as set out in the patent 
was straightforward. A 'cradle' or water-filled open 
caisson just large enough for a boat and with gates 
either end was supported on wood or iron pillars 
attached to an airtight 'diving chest' submerged in a 
well below. When a boat entered the caisson it 
displaced its own weight of water, so the load on the 
pillars was constant: the size of the diving chest was 
so arranged that its buoyancy equalled this load. The 
whole could then be easily moved up or down by a 
simple rack and pinion. Pulleys and counterweights 
could be added if needed to take some of the load 
and reduce the size of the diving chest. 

The same principle was successfully used a century 
later for the much larger Henrichenburg and Rothen-
see lifts in Germany. 

The model 

In the Waterways Museum in Gloucester is a scale 
model boat lift which is clearly related to Rowland 
& Pickering's design. It appears to be of some age, 
and has both a diving chest and pulleys for 
counterweights, and is complete with a wooden 
narrow boat. There is an unusual arrangement of 
gates. Unfortunately the provenance is not known,4  
and it is difficult to decide whether all the elements 
are original or whether there have been later changes. 

It is clearly not a copy of the Ellesmere Canal lift, 
which had a much smaller rise; the best guess is that 
it was a demonstration model made around the time 
of the patent application to show the principle. The 
patent does refer to 'our models'. 
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The model in the Waterways Museum, Gloucester, said to be of Rowland and Pickering's lift. 

Because the mechanism is hydrostatically balanced, very little effort is needed to raise the caisson — 
when the windlass handle is turned, the two vertical strings are wound onto the horizontal roller, 

and the caisson (which in the model contains a boat) is raised. The four pillars act as guides for the 
ascending caisson, with rollers minimising friction. The four wheels (one is hidden in the 

photograph) are optional; ropes attached to the caisson at one end could pass over these wheels to 
weights, which would reduce the size of the diving chest necessary. However, the patent states that 

balancing by weight had been found to cause greater friction in the model. The water in the canal is 
retained using a conventional mitre gate, as can be seen; there is a similar one at the upper level. 

(Photograph: Howard Paddock) 
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The experimental lift 

At an Ellesmere Canal Committee meeting on 4 
December 1794 at which Rowland was present, it 
was minuted: 

Ordered that Mr Telford do as soon as he conveniently 
can point out a place on the line of the Canal between 
Pontcysylltee and Chester for Messrs Rowland and 
Pickering to erect at their own expense a Machine 
for raising or lowering Canal Boats without locks and 
very little loss of water the said Messrs Rowland and 
Pickering referring themselves to the Committee to 
pay for the said Machine if it answers to their 
satisfaction and if not the undertakers to be at the 
whole expense.' 

In addition to the formal record made by the clerk, 
we also have the slightly different version of the 
agreed arrangement in the notebook of a committee 
member who attended the meeting: 

Ordered that Mr Telford point out a place (as soon as 
possible) between Cysy I lte and Chester for Mr 
Rowland and Pickering to erect a machine for raising 
and lowering canal boats without a lock and with very 
little loss of water— Mr Rowlands to bear the whole 
expense of trying the experiment and if it answers 
will expect to be paid as shall be agreed upon at the 
meeting ... prior to his commencing the erection of 
his machine.6  

Thomas Telford was the company's newly-
appointed General Agent, and this direction must 
have caused him some difficulty, for the canal 
proposals in the area were in a very fluid state at that 
time. Clearly a suitable site must have been found 
to allow building to start fairly soon after, as we learn 
from a newspaper advertisement in May 1796 that: 

The Patent Machine for raising and lowering Boats 
without Loss of Water (instead of Locks) is erected 
upon the line of the Ellesmere Canal, near Ruabon, 
in the County of Denbigh, and is in that State of 
Forwardness, that a trial has been made with success. 
The Proprietor will, for the Inspection of Engineers, 
have the Machine in Motion every Monday and 
Thursday Evenings, at four o'Clock. Letters for 
information addressed to the Patentees Messrs 
Rowland and Pickering, Ruabon, near Wrexham, 
North Wales, will be duly answered.' 

It is likely to have caused considerable interest, 
and several engineers took the trouble to inspect it, 
but little record has survived. John Rennie wrote 
later that year to James Watt; 

Having some branches of canal to execute from the 
Grand Trunk to the Potteries in Staffordshire where 
there will be a great difficulty in obtaining a sufficient 
supply of water — It occurs to the Proprietors that 
the machine of Rowland & Pickering might be 
adopted with advantage — they accordingly desired  

me to examine it & report my opinion thereon — I 
went to Ruabon last week & saw the machine — but 
have not yet determined my report. I understand you 
have seen it & as my own opinion is not very 
favourable, you would greatly oblige me by saying 
what you think of it — the principle of it is certainly 
perfect — but it seems to me not only liable to be 
frequently out of order; but requires a nicety of 
adjustment which will be difficult to be done by the 
kind of men who are to use it. 

It is rather more expensive than locks, & as it has 
four sets of gates to keep water tight its leakage will 
be greater, & as generally speaking the waste of water 
on canals is nearly double what is used for the passing 
of boats through the locks, the saving of water will 
not be so great an object as is generally imagined.' 

Watt replied that he had not seen the machine 
working, and had reservations regarding its adoption 

The 10 at Rothensee (near Magdeburg) uses the 
same principle as in Rowland and Pickering 

patent. It is shown in its raised position. with the 
diving chest just visble in the floation tank 

(Photograph: Peter Brown. The iffi ceased 
operation a few months after this photograph 

was taken in 2005.) 
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until properly tested.' He thought the probable 
defects were the raising and lowering by racks, which 
he thought would be better achieved by letting water 
in or out of the caisson, the chances of expensive 
repairs to leakages in the trough and caisson, and 
the greater number of gates to open and shut. He did 
not think that gate leakage would be a problem as 
they were not so deep as locks and were hinged with 
leather at the bottom. [This may suggest the use of 
drop gates falling into the channel.] His assistant 
James Southern had been with him at the time, and a 
draft of his comments has survived: 

To execute the principle well is a matter of consider-
able difficulty. In many situations it is not applicable 
on account of the necessary drain for the casson pit. 
Would become very expensive in above 15 or 18 feet 
lock and perhaps altogether ineligible. I think (but 
from slight consideration of the subject) — it may be 
advantageous in heights of 12 feet, & under as far as 
it is applicable. The leakages being the same in this 
& a common lock, (& I believe they would not be 
greater though there are more gates) its advantage 
may easily be ascertained when the daily number of 
tons locked up & down is given. If more tons descend 
than ascend through the lock, water will be raised 
equal to the difference of tons — & vice versa. 

It is possible that William Chapman or one of his 
correspondents also saw the lift, as it is referred to in 
his 1797 book: 

This plan, which possesses ingenuity, and is appli-
cable in many instances, is now carried into execution 
on the Ellesmere Canal, near Ruabon in Denbighshire; 
on a fall of 12 feet, and for boats of 70 feet length, 
and seven feet width; and the whole is moved up and 
down by a rack and pinion towards each end of the 
machinei° 

No more is heard of this device, and by the end of 
the century the Ellesmere Company had effectively 
abandoned any intention of continuing their waterway 
north of Pontcysyllte. However, the lift experiment 
was unfinished business, as recorded in two Elles- 
mere Canal Committee minutes in 1800: 

Messrs Rowland and Pickering having applied to this 
Committee for a compensation for the expense of 
erecting their Patent Machine upon the Canal in the 
terms of the order of the Committee made 
December 1794 It is Ordered that professional Men 
be consulted whether the Machine has been 
constructed in principle Materials and Execution so 
as to be likely to answer the purpose intended in its 
present situation and Mr Jessop and Mr Rennie having 
examined the Machine It is Ordered that Mr Potts do 
write to them desiring their opinion on the subject." 

And: 
Upon reading the several orders of this Committee  

of the fourth day of December One thousand seven 
hundred and ninety four and the twenty fifth day of 
June last past relating to a machine proposed by 
Messrs Rowland and Pickering to be erected on the 
Ellesmere Canal for raising or lowering Boats without 
Locks and also the letter of Messrs Jessop and Rennie 
of the fourth day of August last as to the utility of the 
said Machine and Mr Pickering's letter to Mr 
Rowland of the twenty fifth Instant relating to the 
loss Messrs Rowland and Pickering had sustained by 
the erection of the said Machine It is Ordered by this 
Committee that the sum of Two hundred pounds be 
paid by this Company to Messrs Rowland and 
Pickering towards the loss they have sustained in 
erecting the said Machine It appearing to this 
Committee that a sum of eight hundred pounds and 
upwards has been expended by Messrs Rowland and 
Pickering in erecting such Machine and that after 
converting the materials of the said machine to any 
other purpose there will be a loss of four hundred 
pounds and upwards sustained by Messrs. Rowland 
and Pickering on that account.'2  

The payment was duly made,'3  but the letters 
referred to have not survived, and there is no signifi- 
cant information amongst the Rennie Papers.'" 

Probable remains 

As Charles Hadfield wrote: 
Perhaps somewhere along the ghostly line its 
inexplicable remains still stand, waiting to be foundis  

For a narrow canal the patentees estimated the total 
moving mass to be 50 tons, requiring a diving chest 
of 1,800 cubic feet in a well 10 feet wide and 45-48 
feet long, and perhaps 20 feet deep, which would 
have to be carefully built in brick or stone with 
framing either side, reaching above to the height of 
the upper canal, to guide the moving part, and rollers 
to eliminate friction. 'Dogs or screw bolts' would 
be used to secure the caisson to the end of the upper 
or lower canal so that the appropriate gates could be 
safely opened. 

Assuming that all timber and ironwork would have 
been recovered later, stone- or brickwork would be 
the most likely remains, together with evidence of 
the well which would still survive even if infilled. 

The canal scheme 

We can assume that the position of the lift was fixed 
in consultation with Telford early in 1795. Before 
trying to identify this location it is necessary to look 
at what route for the canal the company had in mind 
at that time. 
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The project as approved in the 1792-3 parlia-
mentary session" was based on the alignment set out 
by John Duncombe which had originally been 
designed with a continuous summit level from 
Frankton to Wrexham, necessitating a long tunnel 
under Ruabon [A—B on the map]. However, by this 
time it is known that the company had already 
decided on major revision' 7, including the saving of 
expense by locking into and out of the Dee Valley to 
reduce the height of the river crossing as recommend-
ed by Jessop, and a higher level route for the northern 
part of the canal which would avoid the long tunnel. 
In doing so the company were constrained by their 
Act", which prevented entry without consent on any 
lands of Sir Watkin Williams Wynn to the east of the 
turnpike road between Ruabon and Newbridge.' 
This was the walled area of the extensive Wynnstay 
Park. 

North of the Dee the revised route, as shown on 
the plans deposited in November 1793" for the 1794 
Session [C—D—E—F—G—J], looped around Cefn Mawr 
climbing to the new summit level, keeping to the 
north-west of the turnpike by means of a deep cutting 
[F—G] near Plas Madoc. This application was not 
taken forward following Jessop's advice that further 
work needed to be done on the surveys.' 

The cutting, whilst a significant improvement on 
the previous tunnel, would have involved the disposal 
of large quantities of surplus spoil and was an expense 
which it was desirable to avoid. The Chairman was 
asked by the Committee in January 1794 to apply to 
Sir Watkin's agent for consent to take the canal to 
the east of the road. Some progress must have been 
made, for at the July committee meeting Telford was 
given further instructions to approach him 'as it 
appears likely that such application will be favour-
ably received'. The proposal then was for a deviation 
carrying the canal `to the east of Wynnstay Park upon 
the banks of the River Dee without having any 
connection with the lands adjoining'. Whether this 
was intended to be east of the turnpike and roadside 
wall, or literally skirting right around the eastern 
limits of the Park, is not clear, but the latter would 
have been very circuitous and most unlikely. Telford 
produced a general plan of various Pontcysyllte to 
Chester routes at the August meeting, which unfortu-
nately has not survived, and the Committee opted 
for the 'brown line' subject to Jessop's approval, as 
this would be `the most eligible and will be attended 
with less expense than either of the other lines'. 

From the above it may be inferred that at the critical 
time the position of the experimental lift was decided,  

Telford was in discussion with Sir Watkin Williams 
Wynn or his agent, and that a line through his Park 
to the east of the main road was in contemplation. 
Examination of a modern contour map suggests that 
a simple variation of the line [E—G], would have 
sufficed, but on this elevated slope it would have 
been an intrusive element in the landscape as viewed 
from Wynnstay Hall. The canal would have 
benefitted Sir Watkin, who owned considerable local 
mining and industrial interests, but it is under-
standable that he would wish to protect the amenity 
of the park which had only recently been landscaped 
with the assistance of Lancelot 'Capability' Brown. 

We can speculate that a more acceptable solution, 
despite it being nearer to the Hall, would have been 
to continue the lowest level of the canal around Cefn 
Bychan and into the Park concealed in a small 
wooded valley [D—H], then locking up and following 
the lowest land to rejoin the earlier line at Ruabon 
[H—C]. 

There is no further mention in the records until 
July 1795 when Jessop reported on 'the different lines 
improvements and variations of the Canal and the 
different Branches thereof'." It is clear from this 
that the preferred line was now again west of the 
road, and not interfering with Wynnstay Park. The 
change of heart may have been associated with the 
concurrent decision to revert to a high level aqueduct 
at Pontcysyllte as the cutting spoil would be useable 
for the approach embankments, and there was also a 
desire to provide better access for the Acrefair 
Collieries as evidenced by Jessop's recommendation 
of a branch there from the summit level. The 
deviation [C—K—F—G—J, with the branch K—L] was 
authorised in 1796." 

Location 

According to the committee minute of December 
1794 the lift was to be sited between Pontcysyllte 
and Chester, and all the written evidence refers to it 
being 'near Ruabon'. With these constraints it is 
possible to dismiss several possibilities: 

Frankton: Tom Rolt suggested that the experiment 
took place at Frankton Locks in Shropshire, primarily 
on the fact that this was one of the earliest parts of 
the canal to be built.' Despite the appropriate topog-
raphy and fall of the top lock, and the mystery of 
why a staircase pair was built when water was known 
to be in short supply, this location can be discounted 
as it is not between Pontcysyllte and Chester, and is 
many miles from Ruabon. 
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Site of The 
Machine', 

looking north, 
2007 

(Author) 

Fron Cysyllte: South of the Dee several locks were 
proposed, between Fron and the intended low level 
crossing of the river. This was just outside the 
`between Pontcysyllte and Chester' criteria, in 
Llangollen Parish, and nearly three miles away from 
Ruabon, and is therefore an unlikely site. Any works 
here would be buried under the later canal embank-
ment. 

Wrexham: The long fall from the north end of the 
summit level to the Dee at Chester might be a 
candidate, save that the nearest possible location to 
Ruabon would have been over four miles away, and 
any reference would surely say 'near Wrexham' 

This reduces the search to the length near Cefn 
Mawr where the canal needed to gain nearly 100ft 
in height from the proposed level of the Dee crossing 
to the summit — probably about 12 locks. This is 
all less than two miles from Ruabon and within that 
Parish. On the November 1793 alignment, most of 
the lockage would have been on William Mostyn 
Owen's Plas Kynaston Estate [East of point D on 
the map]. Owen was one of the original projectors, 
a shareholder and committee member, and would no 
doubt have been willing to facilitate the work even 
though no statuory authority was yet in place for a 
revised route. However, such a location, on the 
southern slope of Cefn Mawr, would have needed  

considerable earthwork to achieve an abrupt rise of 
12 feet, and there is no cartographic evidence of this, 
nor is there any natural supply of water. Even at this 
early date the estate was riddled with mine workings, 
which would be an adverse factor in siting large and 
expensive structures that could easily be ruined by 
fairly minor ground movement. 

Home Farm 

If the Wynnstay Park route has been correctly iden-
tified, then a number of factors suggest the focus of 
attention should move to the area of the later Home 
Farm: 
• There is a sharp rise in the ground as the likely 

canal route leaves the valley, which would involve 
four or five locks. 

• The nearest main community is Ruabon Village, 
less than a mile away. 

• The earliest Ordnance Survey of the area dated 
1837" marks a smaller building on the site of the 
farm with the name 'Machine'. Whilst this may 
be coincidence, it is worthy of note that all the 
documentary evidence refers to the lift with this 
name. 

• A supply of water was available from a small 
stream falling into the valley. An artificial pond 
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Site of The Machine' 
(Base map Ordnance 

Survey 1911) 

& possible site of Lift 

31-2 

or reservoir was located just above the Machine 
and may initially have been fed by this stream, 
although the estate map appears to show a leat or 
culvert bringing water from the Afon Eitha above 
Ruabon, partly along the probable canal route [H—
G]. By 1819 a length had been opened up to form 
the small ornamental lake which still exists, and a 
further small reservoir was later built above the 
first. 

• An early 19th century map of the Wynnstay Estate 
shows the same building and calls it 'Threshing 
Machine'. 

The 'Machine' building, about 13ft x 52ft on a 
roughly north-south orientation, survived until 
comparatively recent times, and was the nucleus of 
a range of Victorian agricultural buildings which 
developed into the Wynnstay Estate Home Farm. 
Many of these survive, some in a derelict condition  

(and are worthy of further research and investigation 
in their own right)? 

Some of the stone work of the farm buildings 
appears to be recycled, and bears evidence of a 
previous use. It may, of course, have come from the 
old Hall, which was demolished after a major fire in 
1858. 

Speculation 
If the 'Machine' was indeed the site of the lift 
experiment, removal would have left a large brick 
or stone chamber, with a supply of water, and it is 
conceivable that this would have formed the ideal 
site for the installation of a water-wheel powering 
threshing and other agricultural equipment. If the 
leat from Ruabon had not already been built, it may 
have been provided then to augment the supply. 
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Conclusions 

It seems to have soon become clear, perhaps even 
before construction began, that the lift in its chosen 
location would not be needed by the canal, but it 
was nevertheless built and tested, and probably 
worked well enough - the company would not have 
met half the builders' loss had it been a failure. Set 
against that, they or others in the canal establishment 
were clearly not sufficiently impressed to arrange for 
its adoption elsewhere. 

In regard to the site, only the emergence of firm 
documentary or archaeological evidence will settle 
the matter, but hopefully this article may narrow the 
field, and bring to light further information." 
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Thomas Estcourt's Mound 

Bill Crosbie-Hill 

The photograph below shows a singular feature in 
the history of the Kennet & Avon Canal. Below and 
abutting the scarp which marks the northern edge of 
the Devizes ridge, the grassy hill caught in a shaft of 
spring sunshine is known locally as 'The Mound'. It 
is not a natural hillock and owes its origin to the 
construction of the canal. 

The Kennet & Avon, as first surveyed by John 
Rennie, would have had a 20 mile long summit level 
from Wilton Water in the east to Devizes. As is wel 
known, the estimated cost of a long tunnel at 
Savernake caused the scheme as described in the 
canal's Act of 1794 to be varied. It would have a 
new short summit level supplied with water from the 
Crofton pumps. Westward from Wootton Rivers 
locks to Devizes the 15 mile 'long pound' keeps to 
Rennie's original 'summit' level. 

Following a hiatus in construction, the 'long pound' 
was eventually begun from the Devizes end no later 
than the close of 1802.' Immediately a difficulty 
was encountered. The route from Devizes involved 
a cutting up to 30 feet deep over 600 yards long across  

Roundway Park, the estate of Thomas Estcourt. 

Estcourt, from Gloucestershire, had married 
Eleanor, daughter of James Sutton III, and had 
acquired the Roundway Estate in 1800 following the 
death of his father-in-law. James Sutton had started 
the big house, New Park, with his architect, James 
Wyatt, in 1775. James Sutton's wife, also named 
Eleanor, was the sister of Henry Addington, who, in 
1802, was both MP for Devizes and Prime Minister. 
Addington was also a regular visitor to New Park.' 

When constructing a level section of canal like the 
`long pound' it is not possible to balance cut and fill 
in the manner the railway engineers were to do, by 
adjusting nearby gradients. The usual thing to do 
when making the 'cut' was to keep the excavated 
material on the banks on one or both sides. At 
Devizes, the well-connected landowners wanted to 
see nothing of the kind from their estates. So a place 
was agreed where the material arising from the 
cutting could be moulded into the landscape. After 
all, the grounds of New Park had been laid out by 
Humphrey Repton who had described the Roundway 

Devizes 'Mound' (Ordnance .S.111.1.0. map reference SU001621) 
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Extract from a map of Wiltshire by Andrews and Dury, published 1773, resealed to about 1:25,000, 
showing the ridge and escarpment clearly. The details of the road system are slightly suspect. The 
approximate line of the canal shown by the dotted line and the Mound by the black circle with the 

white centre have been superimposed. 

estate: 'All the materials of natural landscape seem 
to be collected if not actually displayed within the 
pale of this beautiful park.'3  The place for the mound 
was some 300 yards north-west of Wharf Bridge in 
the vale at the foot of a steep wooded slope. 

How was such a special mound to be formed? If 
material is dropped from the top of the hill, it will 
form a cone-shaped bluff attached to the hillside. To 
form a pleasing mound the earth must be lowered to 
the valley floor and carefully formed into the required 
shape. As children, we played on the mound which 
we reached from the ridge by descending a straight, 
steep path. Local tradition has it that this path marked 
the course of some kind of 'railway' used in the 
making of the mound. Even using a track down the 
slope, shortened no doubt as the mound grew, I had 
always imagined that the 'spoil' from the cutting 
would have been taken by horse and cart to the top 
of the incline. There are, however, several 
disadvantages in using two-wheeled horse-drawn 
carts to carry excavated spoil. The carts had a 
capacity of only about one ton, there were no roads  

available from the cutting to the top of the incline, 
and to use rails on the incline alone would have 
involved double-handling transferring from cart to 
wagon. It would have been far better to use a railway 
from the workface all the way to the mound. 

Normally, contractors working in 1803 would have 
found materials for temporary railways difficult to 
obtain but here at Devizes the Kennet & Avon Canal 
Company had just completed the Caen Hill Railway 
to connect a wharf in the town to the canal from Bath 
at Lower Foxhangers. This line was of short cast-
iron rails fixed to timber sleepers laid to a 3ft 6in 
gauge and probably using a combined chair and 
fishplate. In the July 2004 issue of the RCHS Journal 
I described how the extended loops used to form a 
double track railway seemed to have been mysteri-
ously removed before the dig for the Caen Hill flight 
was opened up about 1807. I think these loops 
amounting to one and a half miles of track and at 
least two turnouts were used to form the temporary 
railway necessary to remove the material from the 
new cutting. 
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This temporary railway would have been double 
track, singled at each end to allow returning empty 
wagons to be switched to the 'back road' and then 
switched again to regain the 'front road' for loading 
up. As excavation was begun from the western end 
the journey time to the mound became progressively 
longer but the cutting itself became progressively 
smaller in cross-section. The line along the top of 
the cutting rose at about 1 in 180 to Park Bridge and 
from there was largely level before falling to the top 
of the incline. 

The cutting itself, 29 chains long in GWR terms, 
can be measured using the spot levels shown on the 
map. Taking the average of three cross-sections, I 
estimate then total volume to be about 70,000 cu yds, 
largely of greensand, to be taken away. This allows 
for the unusual 3ft thick clay puddling which is said 
to have been used on this section owing to the 
porosity of the greensand.4  The spoil would weigh 
about 100,000 tons or enough to fill 50,000 wagons 
of the type believed to be favoured by Rennie for 
the Caen Hill railway. If progress at the rate of one 
yard per day was to be maintained as an average 
throughout the cutting, an average of 80 wagon return 
trips would have been required for two complete 
years working constantly as daylight allowed. 

As loading the wagons would have been a 
continuous operation I think there 'western' ends 
would have been modified by fitting hinges to afford 
rapid discharge at the mound. Perhaps eight wagons  

would have sufficed. 
As to the evidence for a rail-mounted operation, 

the 1884 25in Ordnance Survey map shows a curious 
slope and break in the park boundary fence about 
450 yards east of Park Bridge. This looks like a 
reduction in the land taken by the Canal Company 
where the double track railway was reduced to a 
single line. The strip of land between the park paling 
and the top of the canal banks, until reduced as 
described above, wide enough for a double track 
railway and is there today, seemingly unused since 
1805. When constructed, the whole canal was inside 
Roundway Park; the borough boundary shown on 
the map dates from after 1835 when Devizes was 
expanded. 

The 1884 map also shows a parcel of land (10) 
with an area of 0.410 acres between Park Bridge and 
Wharf Bridge which comprises both the canal cutting 
and a narrow strip of land joined by a fence which 
has a brace sign indicating both are part of parcel 
10. This narrow strip, still there today, is, I believe, 
part of the extra land acquired by the canal company 
for the mound railway. 

Two years may seem a long time for a cutting 29 
chains long but a report to canal shareholders in early 
1806 said that the first four miles of canal from 
Devizes towards Pewsey was complete by the end 
of 1805.5  Three full years for four miles of canal 
without a single lock! At least we now know why. 

Ordnance Survey 1:2500 map 1884 (revised 1923) resealed to approximately 1:4600, 
showing the cutting and wharf at Devizes. The Caen Hill railway terminated at the latter. 
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View from Wharf Bridge, Devizes, looking along the north bank of the canal towards Park Bridge. 
The strip of land between the top of the canal cutting (on the right) and the line of trees (left) was 
perhaps acquired for the railway to carry the material from the cutting to the mound The fence 

in the foreground runs diagonally across the strip, as is shown on the 1884 OS map. 

Had the hiatus in canal building not occurred in 
1799 and with James Sutton III still the owner of 
New Park, would the mound have been built and 
without the use ofthe yet to be laid Caen Hill railway? 
In the event, the resumption of construction was 
probably sanctioned at the meeting of March 1802 
but, I suspect, work at Devizes was then delayed until 
the track and wagons became available at the end of 
that year. While the early use of a railway in this 
way is of interest to us, it must have been a terrible 
nuisance to the canal builders. 

As well as the delay, John Rennie also reported in 

Notes and references 
The photographs were taken by the author in 2006. 
1. Kenneth R Clew, The Kennet & Avon Canal, 1st 

edition, 65 
2. Lorna Haycock, A Devizes History and Guide, 53. 

In 1805 Thomas Escourt succeeded Henry Addigton 
as MP for Devizes when the latter was elevated to the 

1804 a considerable overspend on the canal but made 
no mention of the mound. This would seem to 
indicate that the mound had been envisaged from 
the outset and the extra costs of making it negotiated 
with James Sutton III as part of the price of acquiring 
the land for the canal. 

Today, the summerhouse is long gone and New 
Park has recently been demolished, while the Kennet 
& Avon has gone from years of decline through 
decades of decay and is now resurgent, busier than 
ever in a new world. 

peerage. 
3. Ibid, 52 
4. Ibid, 63 on the account of Mr Barrie Barrett 
5. Kenneth R Clew, The Kennet & Avon Canal, 1st 

edition, 68 
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The First Bogie Locomotive 

David Ross 

Steamy wisps of old rivalry hang around this topic, 
and my purpose is not to make any new claim about 
who first invented the effective locomotive truck, or 
bogie, but to explore one of the small mysteries of 
early locomotive history. 

In its obituary of Robert Stephenson, on 13 October 
1859, The Times said: 

... he designed for the United States an engine 
specifically adapted to the curves of American 
railways and named it `the Bogie' after a kind of low 
waggon employed on the quays at Newcastle. To 
Robert Stephenson we are accordingly indebted for 
the type of the locomotive engine used in both 
hemispheres. 

William Chapman 

As many readers will know, there is no doubt that 
the first locomotive to be mounted on an articulated 
bogie or truck was a very early one, designed by the 
Northumbrian engineer William Chapman and tried 
out at Heaton Colliery, Newcastle, in 1813, when 
Robert Stephenson was a boy of ten. Since it was a 
self-hauling engine with no integral drive—that is, 
it pulled itself by winding up a chain or cable — it is 
impossible to classify it by wheel notation, but it had 
six wheels, with the leading axle fixed to the main 
frame, and the two following axles fixed to a sub-
frame which pivoted beneath the main frame, to help 
it negotiate the tight curves of a colliery tramway. 

The chain-hauling mechanism was not a success, 
and Chapman did not attempt another locomotive of 
this type, but he obtained an English patent for his 
pivoting sub-frame on 30 December 1812. The 
purpose of the frame was specifically to help 
negotiate curving tracks but it was also noted that if 
the weight of the locomotive should require eight 
wheels, two frames could be used. (The word 'bogie' 
is not used in the Patent description, quoted in Dendy 
Marshall, page 62, which refers to a `transome' or 
`frame'). This was not the first time a swivelling 
frame had been applied to a railway vehicle. Gwyn 
notes that wagons with pivoting bogies had already 
been evolved on the South Wales mineral plateways'; 
it is unclear whether Chapman knew of these. His 
bogie had no springs, but he had `devised a method 
of mechanically equalising the load on all the wheels  

using conical rollers placed between the truck and 
the main frame, together with some pivot clearance"; 
this provided longitudinal equalisation only, assisting 
with humps in the track but not with lateral 
unevennesses. 

Late in 1814, Chapman built a second locomotive, 
this time self-propelled by means of cog-wheels, and 
mounted on two four-wheel bogies and this engine 
was demonstrated on the Lambton Colliery Tramway, 
on the Wear.' The Tyne Mercury of 3 January 1815 
is quoted as saying that: 'The engine was mounted 
upon eight wheels, according to a patent granted to 
Messrs Wm and Edw Chapman, by means of which 
the weight is so far reduced upon each wheel, as to 
avoid the expense of relaying the ways with stronger 
rails." Dendy Marshall suggests that these bogies 
had no pivot but merely had some ability to move 
laterally, since otherwise the cog-drive system would 
have jammed. A laterally sliding beam was not part 
of Chapman's patent, however. Nothing is known 
about further use of this engine, which may mean it 
did not have a long life. 

William Hedley 
At much the same time, use of the bogie was recorded 
on William Hedley's locomotives known as Puffing 
Billy and f 45;lam Dilly, built at Wylam Colliery in 
1814, originally as four-wheelers. Quite soon 
afterwards, Hedley replaced the original four wheels 
with two sets of four-wheel trucks, in an effort to 
spread the locomotives' weight and prevent them 
from breaking the rails. Dendy Marshall's suggested 
date for the change is early 1815, and in his view 
this 'could hardly have been done without Chapman's 
permission, probably collaboration'.' The trucks are 
illustrated in Nicholas Wood's Treatise on Railways, 
first published in 1825, but the illustration suggests 
that there was no pivot but a transverse beam that 
could slide laterally in an arrangement identical to 
the one suggested by Dendy Marshall for Chapman's 
second engine. Without some flexibility, the eight 
wheels would have had extreme difficulty in follow-
ing curves in the track. These engines remained on 
eight wheels until 1827 or 1828, despite the fact that, 
again according to Nicholas Wood, their complica-
tions and unwieldiness made them almost useless,' 
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and were then restored to the four-wheel form they 
still have. These are the only examples of bogies 
known to have be used on early English locomotives. 

After 1814 neither Chapman nor Hedley built 
further locomotives, and George Stephenson, who 
became the prime builder from that date, first at 
Killingworth, then at Forth Street, Newcastle, did not 
employ the Chapman truck at all. He avoided patent 
devices, other than his own, and all his engines were 
four or six-wheeled, with fixed axles. 

Horatio Allen 

The first American-built locomotives were all four-
wheelers, until 1832, except for Horatio Allen's South 
Carolina, on the railroad of the same name, which 
was in effect two four-wheelers back-to-back (2-2-
2-2), served by a common firebox. In Allen's words 
(and typically self-aggrandising manner): 

At that time the locomotives in England were all on 
four wheels, and it was maintained by a strong English 
influence that it was not for us, in America, to depart 
from English usage The subject was matter of dis-
cussion for a winter. 1 took the position (English 
usage to the contrary notwithstanding) that no long 
road for general passenger and freight purposes could 
maintain itself without the use of eight-wheel 
locomotives, and that probably ten-wheel locomotives 
would also be found desirable. Experience has amply 
sustained my position. My efforts were successful, 
and in 1831 the first eight-wheel locomotives were 
built on my plans and under my direction. The 
combinations by which provision was made for curves 
and changes of grade are substantially those so 
generally used on eight-wheel locomotives and eight-
wheel passenger-cars.' 
As Allen, who had been to England in 1828-9, 

must have known, John Chapman and William 
Hedley had beaten him to it by seventeen years. The 
trucks on which South Carolina ran were not pivoted 
but attached to the boilers by king-bolts, allowing 
some lateral movement.' John B Jervis, Chief 
Mechanic of the Mohawk & Hudson Railroad, and 
Allen's friend, disliked South Carolina's complexity 
and the problems arising from 'the working of 
machinery on two frames that must be constantly 
varying their parallelism' .9  

John B Jervis 

The real moment of development was in 1832, on 
the Mohawk & Hudson Railroad, when Jervis's own 
Experiment appeared: this had a four-wheel front 
truck, making it the first 4-2-0; and the truck  

swivelled on a pivot. As described by David 
Matthew, who supervised its construction at West 
Point Foundry: 'The truck was placed under the front 
end of the boiler for support, attached by a strong 
pin, and worked upon friction rollers so easily as to 
follow the curves of the road, as the fore-wheels of a 
carriage upon common roads!' Matthew recalled 
Experiment as an excellent and fast engine, 'the first 
bogie engine or truck ... built in this country or any 
other'" and claimed to have run fourteen miles in 
thirteen minutes, and to have done one mile in 45 
seconds. John White Jr however says it was a very 
bad steamer until rebuilt in 1833, and renamed 
Brother Jonathan. 12  

By 1832 the words 'bogie' and 'truck' were in use 
on both sides of the Atlantic to describe the pivoting 
sub-frame. The Oxford English Dictionary describes 
`bogie' first as a North Country dialect word of 
unknown etymology for 'a low strong truck upon four 
small wheels, also called trolley', and gives the 
earliest ascription of its sense as a pivoted truck from 
1844, though evidently it had this meaning more than 
a decade earlier. 'Truck' is a word of longer and 
more traceable ancestry, with original significance 
of wheel or pulley. 

Jervis's notion of the front truck had been contro-
versial among American engineers, with only Horatio 
Allen supporting it. Soon, however, the pivoting 
truck became a standard feature of the American 
locomotive. In America the Chapman bogie was 
known, as it: 'may be observed in the arrangements 
of the wheels of some of the locomotive steam 
engines of Great Britain; viz the wheels may be 
attached, in pairs, to a connecting beam, which will 
support the carriage by a pivot attached to its centre, 
on which it will traverse'." In Jervis's case, one of 
the books in his library 'showing signs of special 
use' was Nicholas Wood's Treatise on Railways:4  
But Jervis considered his own truck to be different. 
Fitted at the leading end, it guided the locomotive 
into the curve (unlike the first Chapman bogie); and 
it was not linked to the drive mechanism (unlike the 
Wylam locomotives). Its frame, like Chapman's, was 
of wood, but the axles had outside bearings with 
suspended leaf springs, neither of which were 
features of Chapman's design. It is not clear whether 
its pivoting mechanism was his design or taken from 
available details of Chapman's; but the principle of 
the pivot in its socket was of course long established. 

Though he did not patent his truck (quite possibly 
from philanthropic motives) Jervis maintained that 
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`I was the inventor, and put in successful operation, 
the locomotive truck'." These two phrases should 
be treated as a single claim, since Jervis did acknowl-
edge that 'the truck itself was not a new idea with 
me', making the point that, 'it had in principle been 
used, but was generally supposed to be impractical 
for high speed'." If by this Jervis meant the Chapman 
locomotives, he was of course right: in motion they 
would never have got into double figures. Did he 
mean them, or something else? 

Robert Stephenson 

Here the mystery begins. In his book Locomotive 
Engineering and the Mechanism of Railways, 
published in 1871, the engineering writer Zerah 
Colburn records that Robert Stephenson had 
suggested the use of bogies back in 1828 to some 
visiting US engineers from the Baltimore & Ohio 
RR, for working curves of 400-ft radius, telling them 
that 'the bogie, which had grown out of William 
Chapman's invention of 1812, was then ... in regular 
use on the quays of Newcastle'. Colburn claimed to 
have been told this by Stephenson himself in 1851.' 7  
He does not suggest that Stephenson had designed 
or built a bogie locomotive in 1828. The Newcastle 
reference may have been to bogies under wagons, 
though the context is a locomotive one. 

A different story had appeared in the Royal 
Society's obituary of Stephenson: 

About the same period [as the Planet locomotive, that 
is, 1830] the United States Government sent three 
officers of the corps of Topographical Engineers to 
examine into and report upon steam locomotion on 
railways as practised in this country. For these 
gentlemen Robert Stephenson designed and 
constructed two locomotive engines, embodying a 
special contrivance adapting them to traverse the sharp 
curves of the American railways ... thus it is to Robert 
Stephenson we are accordingly indebted for the type 
of the locomotive engine used in both hemispheres." 

The close correspondence of the last sentence to 
the Times obituary suggests the same source, though 
the word 'bogie' is not mentioned in the Royal 
Society version. Despite the authority of their 
contexts, these remarks seem to be based on hearsay 
rather than specific knowledge; and the Times 
obituary was most probably written by, or on 
information from, George Parker Bidder, one of 
Stephenson's closest friends and the most active of 
his three executors. He had worked with Stephenson 
since 1835, but had not been a witness of events in 
the late 1820s. 

The American party referred to was not from the 
government, but from the B&O. It consisted of 
Lieutenant George Washington Whistler, Jonathan 
Knight and William Gibbs McNeill, and visited to 
Killingworth in 1828. According to his biographer, 
Whistler took a dislike to Robert Stephenson, 'this 
young man who had been educated at the University 
of Edinburgh and talked in highfalutin' terms because 
he felt the necessity of impressing people'." Whistler 
is unlikely to have taken advice from Robert (who 
was only three years younger than he was), and does 
not seem to have done so. It is very possible that 
bogies were discussed, in terms of American operat-
ing conditions; and as the B&O party also went to 
Wylam", it would be interesting to know whether 
they saw Hedley's locomotives still mounted on their 
bogies — they would certainly not have taken away 
a favourable description. (They could also have gone 
to the 'quays of Newcastle' to see what was to be 
seen there.) From the Stephensons they ordered only 
one locomotive, of the Helton Colliery type, which 
was all that the Forth Street works had to offer at the 
time, though the quest for something better was under 
way. But details of all the Forth Street locomotives 
built between 1823 and 1831 are known, and none 
of them was a bogie locomotive.2' 

In Locomotive Engineering, Colbum himself goes 
on to state that: 

In July 1831 Robert Stephenson & Co of Newcastle, 
sent to the Mohawk and Hudson RR an engine 
`Robert Fulton'. The four wheels were of equal 
diameter (4 feet) and they were coupled by rods 
working upon pins fixed in cranks upon the outer 
ends of the axles. Rather more than a year after it 
was set to work the front wheels of this engine were 
removed and a swivelling truck or 'bogie' was 
substituted, this truck having been made upon the 
model of one already in use under an engine the 
`Experiment' made for the same line at the West Point 
Foundry in August 1832. The 'Experiment' 
constructed by Adam Hall of New York was the first 
to which the swivelling truck or 'bogie' was ever 
applied." 

Thus the first recorded front bogie locomotive was 
built in 1832, and for the Mohawk & Hudson, not 
the B&O. It appears that Robert Fulton's add-on 
bogie was applied at almost the same time as 
Experiment's from new. But the Times and Royal 
Society obituaries claim that Stephenson actually 
designed and built such a locomotive, at a time prior 
to Robert Fulton and Experiment. 

Some corroboration of this seems to come from a 
letter that has not been referred to before in this 
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context, written by Samuel Bidder in the early 1860s 
to Robert Stephenson's biographer, Jeaffreson. A 
younger brother of George Parker Bidder, he had 
accompanied Stephenson on a visit to Montreal. 
They arrived at Portland, Maine, in mid-July 1853, 
from where a special train was laid on to take them 
northwards. Robert Stephenson's first ride on an 
American train, as recalled by Bidder, was an 
exhilarating if alarming one. The Atlantic & St 
Lawrence line had just been opened: 

We travelled from Portland, into the State of Maine 
to Montreal, a distance of 300 miles, by a special 
train drawn by a Bogie engine, the first known engine 
of this kind having been built by Mr Stephenson 
himself, which, it appears, was copied by the 
Americans as being the most suitable for their 
railways. 

Mr Stephenson had never had an opportunity of 
seeing what kind of road such an engine could travel 
over with safety before the present occasion. 

The railway through the White Mountain district 
had only been opened a few days, and we were told 
that many of the embankments had sunk 5 or 6 feet, 
but they (the directors), 'guessed we should get along 
pretty safe'; and sure enough we found the 
embankments looking more like the hollows between 
the crests of the waves in the Atlantic, than anything 
else I can compare them to. Mr Stephenson and 
myself stood on the platform of the cars, and had to 
hold on to the rails by both hands, as hard as possible, 
to prevent ourselves from being thrown off... I shall 
never forget the expression of Mr Stephenson's 
countenance during the joumey. On our arrival at 
the boundary line, which divides Canada from the 
States, Mr Stephenson jumped off, and examined the 
engine, and said it was the most dangerous ride he 
had ever had in his life, but that he was not sorry he 
had had an opportunity of proving and witnessing 
what this extraordinary machine was capable of 
performing ... An engine built on the principle of those 
now used in England would not have kept on the rails 
a hundred yards, and yet this Bogie engine took us a 
distance of 58 miles, over such a road as I have 
described, in perfect safety." 

Samuel Bidder was not a locomotive engineer or 
historian, and it seems reasonable to presume that 
he was recalling remarks made to him at the time by 
Robert Stephenson himself, about the American 
bogie locomotive and an English-built predecessor. 
The locomotive they rode behind was most probably 

Notes and references 
The author is grateful to the Librarians of the Royal Society 
and the Stephenson Locomotive Society, and to the London 
Library and the Radcliffe Science Library, Oxford, for use 
of their facilities while researching this article. 

an early 'American type' 4-4-0. Like Colburn's and 
the obituaries, the story leads back to Robert 
Stephenson. 

But, if Bidder is reporting him correctly, what 
locomotive could Stephenson have been referring to? 
He did not return from Colombia until November 
1827, and did not take up his post as Managing 
Partner at the Forth Street Works until after January 
1828. The first bogie locomotive built by Robert 
Stephenson & Co was not until 1833, a 4-2-0 for the 
Saratoga & Schenectady Railroad, to a design 
supplied by Jervis? 

E Forward commented in 1951, referring to 
Colburn's statement: 'If this statement is correct, it 
would imply that in 1828 there were other engines 
besides those at Wylam and Heaton incorporating 
Chapman's bogies. If his remarks included the 
Wylam engines then it would confirm that those were 
defintely bogie engines.'2' It is highly improbable 
that Stephenson's friend Nicholas Wood, an as-
siduous observer and keen to keep his Treatise on 
Railways up to date, would have let such a thing pass 
unnoticed. 

Conclusions 

The likeliest explanation is that Robert Stephenson 
did indeed suggest the use of bogies to the B&O and 
perhaps other American visitors, and later claimed 
to the Bidders and others that this was the source of 
the American bogie, perhaps letting them suppose 
he had built such an engine. The B&O did not pursue 
the idea, for locomotives at least (for other vehicles, 
see T&C, Gwyn, op cit), but it was taken up, 
independently, by Jervis on the Mohawk & Hudson. 
Robert Stephenson would not have known about 
Jervis's possession of Wood's Treatise, but his claim 
in any case may have been not entirely serious. He 
was not one to snatch other men's laurels, but did 
affect a certain semi-humorous disdain for the 
engineering capacities of other nations. 

If Stephenson, or anyone else, actually built a bogie 
locomotive in the late 1820s, it has disappeared from 
history, leaving only question marks. Despite the 
tantalising hints, its existence seems most unlikely. 

Principal sources: 
• William Brown, The History of the First Locomotives 

in America, New York, 1871 
• Zerah Co lburn, Locomotive Engineering and the 
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Down to the Year 1831, 1953 
• C Hamilton Ellis, British Railway History, Vol I, 1954 
• Neal Fitzsimons, Reminiscences of John B Jervis, 

Syracuse, 1971 
• J C Jeaffreson, The Life of Robert Stephenson, 2 vols, 

London, 1864 
• F Daniel Larkin, John B Jervis, Ames, Iowa, 1990 
• Oxford English Dictionary 
• J G H Warren, A Century of Locomotive Building by 

Robert Stephenson & Co, Newcastle, 1923 
• John H White, Jr, American Locomotives: An 

Engineering History, 1830-1880, Baltimore, 1997 
• Proceedings of the Royal Society (PRS) 
• Scribner 's Magazine 
• The Times 
• Technology & Culture (T&C) 
• Transactions of the Newcomen Society (TNS) 

I. David Gwyn, 'Tredegar, Newcastle, Baltimore: The 
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2. E A Forward,`Chapman's Locomotives, 1812-15, 
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6. Wood, quoted in Dendy Marshall, 88 

7. Letter from Allen to William Brown, 1 March 1869, 
quoted in Brown, 170. 

8. Description from Scribner 's Magazine, Vol 4, No 2, 
April 1888: 'The plan of the wheels and running gear  

of the South Carolina, shows the position that they 
assumed on a curved track. It will be seen that, by 
reason of their connection to the boiler by king-bolts, 
K K, the two pairs of wheels could adjust themselves 
to the curvature of the rails.' The fold-out illustration 
in Brown, 170, also shows lateral roll-bars. 

9. Fitzsimons, quoted in Larkin, 45ff. 

10. Brown, 214 
I1. Ibid 
12. White, 33 

13. Franklin Journal & American Mechanics' Magazine, 
December 1826, quoted in Gwyn, T&C, op cit, 787 

14. Larkin, 45. Incidentally Larkin claims that Chapman's 
truck was meant for use on a rail wagon, but this is 
not correct. It was specifically intended for a 
locomotive. 

15. Letter to William Brown, 17 July 1870, quoted in 
Brown, 78 

16. Fitzsimons, 9 

17. Colburn, 96. 
18. PRS, 1859-60, Obituaries, xxxff 
19. Albert Parry, Whistler's Father Indianapolis, 1939, 

quoted in Ellis, 26 
20. Gwyn, T&C, op cit, 788 

21. Dendy Marshall, 128 
22. Colbum, op cit 

23. Undated letter from Samuel Bidder, quoted in 
Jeaffreson, II, 180-1 

24. Warren, 307; Gwyn, T&C, op cit, 793 
25. Forward, TNS, op cit, 18 

r 	 1 
Does a full boat use the same amount of water as an empty boat when it passes 

through a lock? 

In 1835 the Staffordshire & Worcestershire Canal was in dispute with the newly-built Birmingham & 
Liverpool Junction Canal concerning the latter's requirement for water. The two sides were trying to 
agree how much should be allowed for each passage of the latter's lock at Wheaton Aston. 

On 19 February 1835 the Staffordshire & Worcestershire Canal's Committee resolved 'that the 
difference in quantity of water to pass a loaded boat and an empty boat should also be taken into 
consideration'. However, the minutes of 5 March stated: 'That the quantity of water necessary for the 
passage of a boat whether empty or laden being the same this Committee apprehend that the proposition 
on that subject has been made in error.' Evidently their consulting engineer, John Urpeth Rastrick, had 
shown that they had been deceived by a common fallacy. 

L 	 J 
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The Cromford & High Peak Railway 
Some Questions and Answers 

David Hodgkins 

This article discusses what might be regarded as the conventional view of a number 
of aspects of the history the early years of the Cromford & High Peak Railway 

(C&HPR), and also raises other points which have received little attention in the 
extensive writings on the C&HPR. 

Cast iron rails: demand or supplier led? 

The conventional view is that the C&HPR purchased 
cast iron rails because of its close links with the 
Butterley Company rather than because it actively 
chose them. 

The C&HPR, built to connect the Cromford and 
Peak Forest Canals and so providing a through up 
and down route of 33 miles across the Derbyshire 
hills, was an immediate precursor of the new railways 
which swept across the country in the quarter of a 
century after it obtained its Parliamentary authority 
in 1825, a year before the Liverpool & Manchester 
Railway (L&MR) was sanctioned. But the C&HPR 
possessed few of their characteristic features. By 
the late 1830s it was apparent that the main character-
istics of the new railways were edge rails, made of 
wrought iron, smooth gradients, the use of loco-
motives and passenger carrying. The C&HPR had 
nine inclined planes worked by stationary engines, 
no locomotives and only one of these features —
edge rails—as the engineer, Josias Jessop, followed 
his practice on the Mansfield & Pinxton Tramway. 

The rails, however, were made of cast iron, unlike 
those which were used on the contemporary L&MR. 
Was this because of the influence of their main 
supplier, the Butterley Company, or because the 
railway decided they were the most suitable? 

Butterley was one of the main backers of the 
C&HPR, because of its interest in finding new 
markets for its coal and new sources of limestone. 
John Wright, the principal owner, was the largest 
shareholder in the C&HPR and William Jessop, a 
partner in Butterley and brother of Josias, the 
C&HPR's first engineer, was on the C &HPR 
Committee. 

By 1825 Butterley had acquired a reputation for 
the production of cast iron rails and had supplied 
many railways and tramways in the East Midlands  

as well as the Croydon, Merstham & Godstone. The 
C&HPR purchased some rails from Butterley in 
1826, but substantial quantities were only bought in 
1829. In 1827 George Hamilton' reported with 
Thomas Woodhouse, who had succeeded Josias 
Jessop as engineer on the latter's death in 1826, on 
the cast and wrought iron rails then in use on various 
railways. They discovered that many of the wrought 
iron rails suffered from lamination and so the 
C&HPR went ahead with cast iron rails.' This throws 
some doubt on the view that the C&HPR used cast 
iron rails because Butterley was unable to supply 
wrought iron rails.' Probably the report would have 
had to have come out very strongly against cast iron 
rails to have outweighed the advice and experience 
of Butterley — which earlier William Jessop had 
offered to the Stockton & Darlington Railway.' 
Nevertheless the C&HPR does seem to have 
considered the options for itself. 

Woodhouse claimed in 1829 that cast iron rails 
had been preferred to malleable ones in a belief that 
they would prove more durable from their construc-
tion, more firmly seated in their beds, and readily 
adjustable as well as from their inflexibility offering 
less resistance to the movement of the carriages, but 
did not then offer an opinion on wrought iron rails 
— malleable iron is cast iron with a lower silicon 
content than cast iron and so is less brittle, but also 
less hard.' 

This decision in favour of cast iron was to be the 
cause of considerable difficulties for the company. 
It must be remembered that it was only in 1829 that 
Stephenson advertised for wrought iron rails 15 feet 
in length (35 lbs a yard) for use on the Liverpool & 
Manchester Railway, and these proved unsatisfactory, 
as the weight of the rolling stock, especially the 
locomotives, was too much for the rails. As Donaghy 
put it `from 1832 on the L&MR became a veritable 
experimental laboratory for testing various types and 
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kinds of rail.'6  The C&HPR was not in a position to 
carry out such thorough testing. 

Where did the plan for a double line get to? 

Josias Jessop in his second report, just before the 
plans were submitted to Parliament at the end of 
1824, wrote 'I now submit to you the estimate for a 
double line': Though this report has been 
reproduced, the proposal for a double line seems to 
have drawn no comment from historians who have 
not given reasons for the gap between this proposal 
and the reality of the single line laid out (except at 
the inclines and passing places)." 

However as late as October 1829, when much of 
the track-bed was complete and rails had been 
supplied in large quantities, Thomas Woodhouse 
ended his report by saying that the forming and 
completing of the railway with a double line of road 
would cost £150,000 and the engines, reservoirs and 
machinery a further sum of £30,000 making the total 
outlay of capital £180,000.9  It seems unlikely that 
Woodhouse would have referred so specifically to a 
double line at the end of a detailed and precise report 
about progress of the works had that not still been 
planned. But several miles of rails had already been 
laid, though at the incline dominated southern end, 
and it is clear, not least from the quantity of rails 
purchased from Butterley, that the greater part of the 
railway was laid out as single track, double track 
being largely reserved for the inclines. 

It seems likely that the change of plan was made 
for financial reasons. The last call on the shares was 
made in November 1829, but shareholders had only 
subscribed £127,000 of the £164,000 sought, and so 
in May 1830 shareholders were asked to advance a 
further £20 on their fully paid up £100 shares to 
complete the line.' 

It does seem however that much of the railway was 
wide enough to take a double line of rails, though a 
much more thorough examination of the track than 
has been possible is needed to determine the extent: 
that is the case with the tunnels, including Burbage", 
which were built to a width of 20-21 feet, and some 
of the main bridges, cuttings and embankments. The 
late decision to limit the railway to single track meant 
overinvestment in the base, but would have brought 
substantial savings in the cost of rails and there 
remained the possibility of laying an a second set of 
rails should the traffic warrant it. 

The only contemporary reference to the decision  

to lay a largely single line of tracks is in a description 
of the line of 1835 which states that there were only 
11% miles of double track (presumably the passing 
places and inclines); the remaining 21 miles were 
single line but so constructed that an additional track 
could be laid out at an additional expense of 
£20,000.12  This was never done. 

Who was John Leonard? 

John Leonard was the engineer of the C&HPR from 
its opening in 1831, probably until 1847. All the 
surviving copies of letters in the C&HPR records 
from 1831 to 1846 are signed by Leonard. He 
described himself in 1832 as the superintendent of 
the C&HPR," and in the 1851 census return and 
elsewhere as a civil engineer. He was effectively the 
manager and secretary of the C&HPR as well as its 
engineer. This is reflected in the diversity of subject 
and of level of importance in the letters he signed. 
There is no evidence of any other employee carrying 
out such functions, or indeed acting as subordinates 
at managerial level, though to some extent William 
Brittlebank the solicitor and members of the 
committee, as was not unusual at the time, acted in a 
managerial capacity. 

However, little is known about Leonard's life, apart 
from his role in the C&HPR. While with that 
company he lived at Birchwood House, Cromford, 
and in 1830 was about 30 years of age. He was 
born at Bradley, Staffordshire, and seems to have 
moved have moved to Derbyshire on appointment 
to the C&HPR, as his two elder sons were born in 
Dartford, Kent." 

Nothing is known about his earlier career, the 
reasons for his departure from the C&HPR or its 
precise date, and little about his life subsequently, 
though he seems to maintained some connections 
with the Wirksworth district while living in the 
London area. In December 1846 and early 1847 he 
was among those who unsuccessfully submitted 
tenders for construction work on the Manchester, 
Buxton, Matlock & Midlands Junction Railway, 
though from the text of a notice issued on 20 January 
1847 he was still working for the C 8cHPR. '5  
Company records for the period October 1846 to 
March 1849 do not survive; certainly by April 1849 
he had been succeeded by Francis Barton. In 1848 
Leonard was living in Blackwall, London, though 
employing Joseph Stone, an attorney of Wirksworth, 
to draw up his will.' In 1858-9 he was living in St 
John's Wood, London, but was involved with a group 
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of local people in the proposal to build a line from 
Duffield to Wirksworth which would join the 
C&HPR. He wrote to the press in 1862, complaining 
that other members of the 1858-9 Committee still 
owed him money for his work and that the revived 
1862 scheme was likewise doomed to failure." 

Early passenger carrying on the C&HPR 

The C&HPR was not intended to be a passenger 
carrying line and passenger traffic was never of any 
consequence. In the 1830s there are no references 
to passenger traffic in the surviving company 
documents. 

A newspaper report stated that in May 1833 
German Wheatcroft took out a licence to convey 
passengers from Cromford to Whaley Bridge. The 
C&HPR annual meeting in June was informed that 
passengers were conveyed on the railway as far as 
Whaley at which place a carriage attended to convey 
them to Manchester. A place could be taken from 
Cromford to Manchester as the carriages on the 
whole line of railway and turnpike were provided by 
the same proprietors and at a very moderate 
expense.' As no subsequent reference to Wheat-
croft's service has been traced it was probably very 
short lived. 

It seems likely that had the traffic persisted it would 
have been the subject of some correspondence by 
Leonard. Certainly Adam's guide of 1840 states that 
Buxton had abundant means of transport to all parts 
of the country either for passengers or luggage. The 
various coaches are listed and the guide goes on to 
say that for all heavy goods the High Peak Railway 
has a station within a mile of Buxton, but there is no 
mention of provision for passengers over that route.'9  
It seems unlikely to have been a speedy means of 
transport. From 1841 Derby and Manchester were 
linked by rail via Normanton, the journey taking five 
hours, compared with a little less than six hours for 
the Royal Mail coach from Derby to Manchester in 
1836, and four hours from Cromford to Whaley 
Bridge by the C&HPR's own passenger service in 
1854.20  

Moreover in 1842 the C&HPR categorically told 
the Board of Trade that passengers were not carried. 
This was the outcome of a complaint by John Wilson 
of Macclesfield who wrote on 18 April to Samuel 
Laing of the Railway Department of the Board of 
Trade to say that the railway returns recently printed 
by order of the House of Commons included one  

from every railway in the kingdom except the 
C&HPR, although it was 33 miles long, had locomo-
tives and stationary engines and frequent accidents, 
a man having been killed a fortnight ago near Buxton 
by a wagon going over him. Laing promptly wrote 
to the Secretary of the C&HPR to enquire whether 
passengers were conveyed in carriages drawn or 
propelled by steam power. This was referred to 
Brittlebank who replied on 26 April to inform Laing 
that `Passengers are not carried on this Railway at 
all to the knowledge of the Committee of Manage-
ment, it being used only for the carriage of merchan-
dise etc.'" 

The next reference to passengers is in the Derby 
Mercury for 20 September 1854 when an anonymous 
correspondent described a journey over the line in a 
horse drawn carriage. As preparations were then 
being made for the 1855 Act which enabled the 
Company to charge for passengers, this may have 
been a trial run for the service the C&HPR started in 
1855, and for which an advertisement appeared in 
July 1856. The daily train at least initially connected 
at Buxton (reached by omnibus from Ladmanlow) 
with the Celerity and Wonder coaches which took 
passengers on to Stockport and Manchester.' In the 
second half of 1856 which included the main part of 
the summer season, just over 1,000 passengers were 
conveyed but the number steadily declined and in 
1861 only 121 were carried, producing £8 in revenue 
compared with £90 in 1856. 

Wire ropes 

Whether chains, wire ropes or hemp ropes were used 
on the inclines of the C&HPR at various periods has 
been a source of confusion. Sekon in 1913 said hemp 
ropes were originally used and breakages were 
frequent so in 1856 wire ropes were substituted. This 
was repeated by D S Barrie and J R Hollick in their 
1934 article, though after the C&HPR papers became 
available in the BTC archives it was established that 
iron chains were used on the inclines in the 1830s 
and 1840s. Clinker stated that the chains in use on 
the C&HPR inclines were replaced by hemp ropes 
in 1855-7 except at Hopton and Whaley Bridge, and 
Marshall said there was no positive evidence of the 
use of wire ropes until 1862 on Bunsall incline and 
1863 on Sheep Pasture." 

The records of the Company for this period suggest 
earlier use of wire ropes, as there are three instances 
of purchases. In September 1855 W S Moorsom, 
then the C&HPR engineer, ordered a new wire rope 
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for which Fl I Morton &Co charged £223. Kuper & 
Co charged £272 for another wire rope later that year. 
In September 1856 the C&HPR took on Blenkin-
sopp, an engineer from Durham, to superintend the 
laying of the rails between Whaley and Buxton and 
the fixing of wire ropes on the inclines. Morton 
apparently supplied the wire rope for the Bunsall 
incline which was unsatisfactory, but in 1857 they 
would not exchange it. Butterley was asked to make 
the necessary alterations for the application of an 
endless wire rope to the combined Cromford and 
Sheep Pasture inclines which was ordered from Glass 
Elliot. 

Notes and references 
I. Hamilton was a corresponding member of the 
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known as a turnpike surveyor particularly in 
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An iconoclastic word in your ear, if I may 
Andrew Dow 

This article originally appeared in the Spring 2006 issue of the Review of the Friends 
of the National Railway Museum. It provoked lively correspondence in 

the following issue, most of which was in support of the view taken. 
What follows has been slightly edited to take account of additional points made 

in some of the published letters. 

In the two hundredth anniversary year of the birth of 
Isambard Brunel, the hype was high, the adulation 
was abundant, and I wish to register a dissenting view. 
This is done with some trepidation, for I know that 
Mr Brunel and his works are held in high esteem by 
many people. But not all that he did was well-
conceived, or necessarily as heroic as represented 
by some writers, commentators, or even television 
pundits. 

Ordinarily I should not bother, perhaps; we all have 
our opinions, and it is easier and quieter not to hold 
forth about the failings of this man. What has 
persuaded me to put pen to paper (or, more correctly, 
finger tips to keyboard) is the outrageous subtitle of 
a book published to jump on the anniversary band-
wagon. It describes Brunel as 'The Man Who Built 
the World'. Whether this froth is the product of the 
co-authors (an architectural writer and a television 
historian) or of their publishers does not matter: it is 
misleading and it is untrue. The long-established 
convention of sobriety in railway publishing has thus 
been broken with this single statement. 

No doubt it is not meant literally: even in Brunel's 
day it was acknowledged that the world was built, in 
six days, by the Almighty. The description can not 
be applied to the building of the modern world, either, 
for the essentials of the modern world — parliament-
ary democracy; a developed judiciary system; 
concern for the poor; advances in medicine, nutrition 
and sanitation; printing; the understanding of elec-
tricity; the harnessing of steam; the telegraph; the 
canal system; and the development of mechanically 
propelled railways — these and many more were all 
in place well before Brunel started to ply his trade as 
an engineer. 

By the standards of his contemporaries, for most 
of whom Brunel had so little regard, his works were 
limited. Robert Stephenson, Joseph Locke and 
Thomas Brassey all carried out more works in Great 
Britain, more extensive works overseas, and of as  

great a variety as Brunel ever turned his hand to. 
The construction of the Great Western Railway, flat 
as a billiard table and not containing any works to 
compare with the crossing of the Pennines, or Chat 
Moss, or the Forth and Tay estuaries, was not as 
heroic as some would have it. Brunel built himself 
a reputation as an extravagant spender of others' 
money, just as Joseph Locke gained a fine reputation 
for building within budget. And Brunel indulged 
himself at others' expense in insisting that the Great 
Western was built to the broad gauge even though 
his contemporaries urged that it be built to the 
standard gauge. In this he was as arrogant, in ignoring 
established practice, as were others, later, in building 
railways in America, Canada, Russia and the Iberian 
peninsular to a non-standard gauge. He did the 
fledgling railway system no favours by such action. 

Indeed, with the broad gauge, he might have been 
justified in ploughing his own furrow, after the event, 
had it been adopted world-wide and had today's 
TGVs been speeding around in spacious magnifi-
cence on seven-foot tracks. What happened instead 
was that railway builders in America and Canada, at 
that time eagerly watching Great Britain as the source 
of wisdom in building railways, received Mr Brunel's 
message loud and clear, namely that multiplicity of 
gauges in a growing network was acceptable. And 
so, Canadian, American, and other railways were built 
to a wide variety of gauges, from many tiny variations 
around standard gauge, from four feet five inches 
up, through the five feet of railroads in the South to 
the six feet of the Erie and some Canadian lines. 
Indian and Australian railways were to follow. 
Inevitably, as foreseen by George Stephenson but not 
by Mr Brunel, the railways of North America all grew 
to need joining up into a single network, and the 
shareholders paid out heavily to put it all right. The 
same, of course happened with the Great Western, 
and when eventually the company removed the last 
of the broad gauge in 1892, their statement, 
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reproduced in part by Pendleton in Our Railways, 
was a comprehensive admission of the wrongness of 
it all. And, let it be noted, all the world speed records 
on railways have been achieved on a gauge not a 
fraction of an inch wider than four feet eight and a 
half inches. 

The protestations were not by Brunel's peers alone, 
of course. The complaints about the evils of change 
of gauge were so loud, among traders, shippers and 
passengers, that parliament felt it had to intervene. 
A parliamentary commission was established, the first 
of its kind, in which government looked in detail into 
the internal affairs of an industry, with a view to 
sorting out what the industry should never have 
allowed in the first place. Of course, government 
fluffed the task, and in mandating a gauge of five 
feet three inches for Ireland condemned forever the 
idea of a railway tunnel under the North Channel 
between Galloway and Ulster. But in looking into 
this issue at all, Parliament thereby acquired a taste 
for intervention in the management of railways that 
it has never since abandoned. 

In the early years of the Great Western Railway, 
Brunel was responsible for locomotives, with the 
result that the railway acquired, as Ahrons put it, 'an 
extraordinary collection of freak locomotives'. A 
Geordie, Daniel Gooch, was then appointed to bring 
in motive power with some sanity of design and 
reliability of operation. Brunel's influence still held, 
though, in the selection of engine crews, for he 
eschewed the idea of employing men who could think 
or read, on the grounds that they would allow their 
thoughts to wander, and not concentrate on driving. 
As Angus Sinclair noted later, no demand for illiterate 
or ignorant drivers ever arose elsewhere. 

Brunel's limitations in mechanical engineering also 
found expression in his espousal of the atmospheric 
railway — what George Stephenson referred to as 
the 'rope of wind'. He was alluding to the rope-
worked incline. Brunel, if he was as perceptive as 
he believed he was, should have seen the inherent 
and inescapable limitations of the atmospheric 
railway. But here his judgment was at fault, just as it 
was when he narrowly escaped being arrested for 
inciting violence in a small matter of railway 
surveying, as recounted in Vaughan's biography of 
Brunel. 

And so my point is this. Brunel may have had 
great vision in some things, particularly in ship-
building, but his execution was too often faulty, and 
he failed to heed the warnings of his contemporaries.  

He would have been well advised to follow the belief 
of Robert Stephenson, who felt that no man could 
succeed as an engineer without surrounding himself 
with equally gifted men. 

Brunel's vision did not extend to understanding 
that his idea for the broad gauge was too late: the die 
was already cast by the selection of what we now 
call standard gauge, by then in widespread use and 
almost universally selected for more. His much-
vaunted skills did not extend to mechanical engineer-
ing as it did with many of his contemporaries. His 
determination to be different, such as the baulk road 
of the broad gauge, which gave a very hard ride in 
comparison with the resilience of sleepered track, 
was undoubtedly a mistake. His insertion of a single 
track section over the Saltash Bridge in the middle 
of an otherwise double track line is still a source of 
operating inconvenience. His use of timber for 
viaducts in the southwest demanded a replacement 
programme sooner than masonry would have 
required. His design of single-sided stations, while 
architecturally distinguished, were operationally 
inconvenient, to say the least, because of the 
conflicting movements they required. 

Worse still, Brunel's sense of superiority and his 
refusal to listen to others imbued the Great Western 
Railway with the same characteristics. A respected 
American railroad historian once wrote that the Great 
Western possessed 'an absolute inability to do 
anything in the fashion of any other railway if human 
ingenuity could rise to an alternative'. This self-
absorbed attitude lasted well into the days of British 
Railways, and although the Great Western remained 
the remembered darling of many enthusiasts, to 
railwaymen the Western Region was too often the 
one that refused to conform, or to agree with all five 
others for the benefit and progress of the whole. 

Much of this may be put down to Brunel. If we 
look at Brunel's contemporaries, we look in vain for 
such quirkiness, such carelessness with shareholder's 
money, such contempt for fellow workers, such 
single-minded (nay, bloody-minded) determination 
to have his own way, such disregard for the need for 
industry standards, or for the benefits of education 
among railway servants. 

I am aware that pointing out these things can too 
easily be seen as carping and ungenerous. I am very 
much aware that a man who never made a mistake 
never made anything. We can all think of other 
people, including engineers, contractors, business-
men, who have made mistakes among many other 
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positive achievements. The point about Brunel is 
the number and scale of his foibles, and yet so many 
people seem to be prepared to ignore so much in 
their admiration of the man. Should such a man be 
accorded the status of hero? 

Yes, Brunel achieved many things, including a 
demonstration of why a chief engineer should report 
to the board, and not be allowed to dictate to it. It is 
as if, today, a company had been set up to build buses, 
and the chief engineer told the board that he planned 
to build them twenty feet wide, on the grounds that 
they would be more stable, or faster. And it is as if 
the board meekly accepted this proposition. 

The fact that Brunel took his single-minded and, 
frankly, myopic position, and got away with it, is a 
poor reflection upon the Great Western board. 
Certainly the boards of the Stockton & Darlington, 
Liverpool & Manchester, and London & Birmingham 
railways were not subservient to their chief engineer, 
be he George Stephenson, Joseph Locke, or any other 
eminent man of his day. Any modern board of 
directors would have been quite right to have sacked 
him for any one of several failings, and those failings 
and idiosyncrasies were too many for him to be 
regarded as a hero of any kind. And no, he did not 
`build the world'. 

`The Fiery Jack' 

A Short History of the Spital Hill Tunnel, Sheffield 

Carl Shillito 

The Fiery Jack is a long disused, short, but very 
precipitous tunnel that linked the former Great 
Central and Midland lines in Sheffield. Various 
stories are associated with it, the most dramatic 
concerning a passenger train that caught fire while 
passing through, causing a large number of people 
to choke to death in the intense smoke and heat. It is 
said that their ghosts haunt the place to this day. The 
story is in fact almost certainly a myth, though it is 
not the only commonly held misconception concern-
ing the history of this curious engineering work, 
officially known as the Spital Hill Tunnel. 

It is definitely not true to say, for example, that the 
tunnel was never actually used for passenger trains. 
Yet this is the impression given by otherwise 
authoritative reference books such as The Railway 
Heritage of Britain, and Britain's Historic Railway 
Buildings (though not, I hasten to add the Society's 
own publication, John Gough's The Midland 
Railway, A Chronology). The inaccuracy can be 
traced back to George Dow, though perhaps the 
eminent railway historian of all things Great Central 
should be forgiven this lapse, as the tunnel was after  

all essentially a Midland enterprise. Other errors 
that have been repeated in descriptions of the tunnel 
concern the construction and opening dates, and the 
gradient of the line. A brief and accurate history is 
therefore useful and timely in view of the major 
redevelopment that is taking place or planned at each 
end of, and indeed above, the tunnel itself. 

In the early days of railway promotion the rapidly 
growing industrial town of Sheffield confidently 
expected that a main line connection to the embryonic 
national network would be provided at the earliest 
opportunity. But when the Stephensons determined 
the route of the North Midland Railway from Derby 
to Leeds (opened 1840), the line swept by disdain-
fully from Chesterfield to Rotherham and thence to 
the North. Sheffield was left at the end of a branch 
line from Rotherham Masborough, via the nominally 
independent Sheffield & Rotherham Railway 
(S&RR) (opened 1838). Local objections were vocal 
and persistent, but to no avail, the cost of penetrating 
the hills to approach Sheffield directly from the South 
was simply too great. 

However, another line soon reached the town, this 
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time from the West. This was of course the Sheffield, 
Ashton-under-Lyne & Manchester Railway 
(SA&MR) (opened throughout 1845), started by 
Vignoles and completed by Locke, crossing the 
Pennines via the Woodhead Tunnel. 

The S&RR directors were keen to establish a link 
with the SA&MR, thereby capturing the traffic flow 
to and from Lancashire onto their own line and its 
existing and planned connections. While the 
SA&MR was still under construction they were 
drawing up plans for a link between their own 
terminus at Sheffield Wicker and the SA&MR 
terminus at Sheffield Bridgehouses (at one stage they 
were even proposing a new joint station, although 
this idea was never progressed). Negotiations for 
the acquisition of land took place with the Duke of 
Norfolk's agent and proceeded satisfactorily. 
However, it is significant that the transaction was 
agreed to only on the understanding that the S&RR 
would not object to the SA&MR's own proposal for 
eastward expansion, a scheme in which the Duke had 
an interest. This objective was effectively realised 
in 1849 by what had then become the Manchester, 
Sheffield & Lincolnshire Railway (MS&LR), thus 
ensuring that the S&RR connection's main line status 
lasted for only a very brief period. 

Construction 

Nevertheless the S&RR directors proceeded with 
great optimism and prepared detailed plans for the 
link. By the time construction began the S&RR had 
been formally absorbed by the Midland Railway 
under the 1845 Consolidation Act, which also 
included the necessary powers for the new line. The 
engineers were faced with some difficulty, since the 
route involved tunnelling through unstable ground 
on a steep gradient, climbing nearly 40 feet in less 
than 400 yards up to Bridgehouses. In fact there 
was some question as to whether the incline should 
be cable operated, but in the end conventional 
locomotive working was decided on. Frederick 
Swanwick, the Stephensons' supervising engineer, 
was in charge of the works. 

As originally opened the double track line was 
almost entirely in a tunnel, approximately 370 yards 
long. From the Midland end the grade altered from 
level to 1 in 25 as it entered the tunnel, climbing at 
this rate for just over 300 yards, then continuing level 
for another 70 yards before it emerged to form a 
junction with the SA&MR. For some reason the 
gradient of the inclined section is often quoted as 1 
in 36 but the Midland's own records, including a 
profile diagram, confirm that it was in fact 1 in 25. 
This would have made it one of the steepest, if not 
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the steepest, gradient on any running line on any route 
that purported to be part of the main railway system. 

The hillside through which the tunnel was 
constructed was found to be composed of sandstone 
in very irregular strata, broken up by vertical fissures 
into detached fragments embedded in clay and shale. 
For this reason it was only possible to cut through 
the rock in the conventional way for the central 
section of the tunnel. At either end a considerable 
length was built instead on the cut and cover method, 
by excavating a trench in which the tunnel arch was 
constructed, then back filling the void above the arch 
to restore the ground, a very early example of this 
technique being applied to railways. This option 
seems to have been preferred to an open cutting, 
possibly because it was less costly than providing 
the very substantial retaining walls that would 
otherwise have been necessary. There did not appear 
to be any immediate intention to utilise the restored 
land for development, although this was eventually 
done at the lower end. 

Accidents and reconstruction 

Gough gives the opening date as November 1846. 
Certainly it must have been fully operational by that 
time, as in December that year a pointsman at the 
Wicker station was killed at the tunnel entrance while 
uncoupling wagons from a locomotive. His grave-
stone at the Hillsborough Barracks chapel relates: 

Here Lieth the body of John Kidd, 
In eternal realms his soul is hid; 
A railway engine did him kill, 
And crushed his poor head so ill. 

Just over a year later another mishap occurred. 
Although there was no report of any fatality or injury 
on this occasion, the consequences of the incident 
could have been very serious. On 15 March 1848 
the side wall of the tunnel at the Bridgehouses end 
was observed to have bulged outwards, and on 21 
March it gave way completely, bringing down a 
section of the tunnel arch. 

The Railway Inspector's report into the collapse 
noted that the tunnel's cut and cover sections differed 
from each other in one important respect. The hillside 
through which the trenches had been cut sloped 
steeply across the line of the railway, rising north-
wards. The sides of the excavation were therefore 
higher on the northern flank. At the Midland end of 
the tunnel the higher side was relatively compact. It 
had therefore been decided to fill in the trench as 
level ground, leaving an exposed rock face on the  

uphill side. However, at the Bridgehouses end the 
sides of the trench were less stable, and so the 
engineers had opted to restore the original slope of 
the hillside above the tunnel. However, the 
progressively deeper fill across the arch put 
considerably more pressure on the uphill side of the 
tunnel wall, and this was the immediate cause of the 
failure. Although the report concluded that the 
incident would not have occurred had the tunnel arch 
been more soundly constructed, an important lesson 
had been learned in respect of cut and cover work. 
That is that the filling in must be carried out evenly 
and with great care, in order to avoid potentially 
disastrous variations in the stress to which the tunnel 
arch is subjected. 

As it happened the Midland decided to open up 
the final 70 yards of the tunnel at the Bridgehouses 
end. This had not been insisted on by the Railway 
Inspector, but was prompted by the extensive works 
then in progress around Bridgehouses, as John (later 
Sir John) Fowler extended the new MS&L main line 
over the great Wicker Viaduct across the Don valley. 
Fowler was a shrewd and observant man, and it would 
have been virtually impossible for him not to be 
aware of the problems with the tunnel, located as it 
was directly adjacent to the major works on which 
he was occupied. It is significant that by the early 
1850s he had begun to formulate detailed plans for 
the Metropolitan Railway in London, involving 
extensive cut and cover work. While it may be 
fanciful to suppose that the Spital Hill Tunnel was a 
prototype for the Metropolitan, it is more than 
probable that the lesson learned from the collapse 
would have been carefully noted by Fowler, and 
incorporated into his methodology for underground 
railway construction. 

Passenger services 

When the tunnel re-opened in January 1849 it had 
been shortened to 301 yards, covering only the 
inclined section of the link. Swanwick re-sited and 
remodelled the portal at Bridgehouses, an impressive 
composition seemingly designed to entice traffic onto 
the Midland system. The existence of a passenger 
service in the early years is confirmed by the reports 
on the tunnel collapse. Capt Laffan's initial survey 
noted that the Midland's engineer had informed him 
that all passenger traffic through the tunnel had been 
suspended until repairs had been made. Capt 
Wynne's examination of the tunnel after the short-
ening and other works had been carried out clearly 
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stated that it could be safely reopened for the 
conveyance of passengers. MS&LR traffic statistics 
confirm a passenger flow to and from the Midland, 
although this ended in late August 1849 when the 
MS&LR main line was fully opened from Sheffield 
to Grimsby. Incidentally, Gough gives the date for 
closure to passenger traffic through the tunnel as mid-
March 1848, the time of the collapse, but the evidence 
as outlined above shows that it did resume briefly 
between January and August 1849. 

The exact working arrangements of these passenger 
services are a matter of speculation, but it is probably 
safe to assume that they consisted of a shuttle between 
the Wicker and Bridgehouses stations, rather than 
through trains between the two systems. In any event 
the journey was probably not for the faint hearted, 
given the amount of smoke and steam that would 
have been generated on the ascent, and the limited 
braking power of the locomotives that made running 
away down the incline a real possibility, whichever 
way the train was headed. Due to the fact that both 
stations were laid out as termini, shunting movements 
at each end of the journey would have been necessary 
to gain the platforms. However a plan of Bridge-
houses circa 1850 suggests that a separate platform 
on the eastern side of the layout was provided for 
the Midland services, from whence passengers would 
cross over the Fitzalan Street bridge to reach the 
platform for the Manchester trains. Dow was 
sceptical, arguing that this was probably used for 
through MS&LR main line services between 1849 
and 1851 before Sheffield Victoria replaced Bridge-
houses as the MS&LR's principal passenger station. 
This may indeed have been the case, but it did not 
preclude the platform's prior use by Midland traffic. 

Exchange traffic 

After the cessation of passenger services the tunnel 
was used solely to exchange freight traffic between 
the Midland/LM SR and MS&LR/GCR/LNER 
systems. Dow gave the impression that this traffic 
was fairly insignificant, but although the trains were 
necessarily short due to the incline, the tunnel was in 
fact fairly intensively used for nearly a century. This 
was largely due to the nature of the steel and 
engineering industry within the Sheffield area, where 
there was a great deal of interdependence between 
the various works, necessitating the transport of 
materials in various stages of manufacture between 
the numerous private sidings located on each system. 
Specific examples of this type of working through  

the tunnel included gun wire from Samuel Fox and 
Co at Stocksbridge to Vicker's siding, and scrap, 
ingots and billetts from Cammell Laird, Penistone, 
to Cammell Laird, Sheffield. Virtually all other 
classes of traffic also passed through the tunnel in 
either direction, including livestock and even 
circuses. 

At some time in the later 19th century the route 
became worked as a single bi-directional line using 
the former up road, with the down road still in situ. 
(Ironically, due to the fact that the high mileage end 
of the tunnel was at the summit, the original ascending 
line was in fact the down road, and the descending 
line was the up road.) Problems due to settlement 
necessitated much relining work over the years, and 
by the end of its useful life the clearances had been 
reduced to the extent that the redundant line was 
removed, and the remaining track realigned along 
the centre of the tunnel. 

In 1861 a tragedy occurred during building works 
taking place above the lower cut and cover section. 
Here the land had been leased for development as 
stables and warehouses, with the proviso that nothing 
would be built within 20 feet of the crown of the 
arch. However, it became necessary to replace some 
of the fill above the tunnel at one stage, and while 
doing so a nearby newly constructed wall started to 
move. A group of men standing on it jumped clear, 
six of them leaping onto the exposed roof of the 
tunnel that promptly gave way. Falling into the void, 
they were buried by the collapse and all killed. It 
was yet another instance that underlined the need to 
treat cut and cover works with extreme care while 
making or disturbing the fill above the arch. Again, 
this was an incident that would certainly have come 
to the attention of Sheffield-born John Fowler, who 
retained close links with his home town, and was by 
then engaged in building the Metropolitan Railway, 
the success of which (in civil engineering terms) was 
founded on the perfection of cut and cover tunnelling. 

The Midland built up a fair amount of correspond-
ence over the years relating to the tunnel, chiefly 
because of the premium rates it was allowed to collect 
for the traffic passing through it. Private customers 
and other railway companies objected to these on 
more than one occasion, and there are files of 1886 
and 1912 devoted to the subject. According to the 
Railway Clearing House the arrangement dated back 
to at least 1850, when it was referred to at a goods 
managers' conference which considered an objection 
from Mr Cawkwell to the allowance of 6d a ton for 
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the Sheffield tunnel. The Midland representative 
responded by explaining that there were some 
peculiar circumstances that justified a deviation from 
the general rule of not making special allowances 
for tunnels. This was that the tunnel had been 
constructed as a substitute for a lift, and that the 
gradient was consequently so steep that the cost of 
working traffic through it was very great, a few 
wagons only being sent through it at a time. 

The working arrangements were always a 
challenge, even when more powerful engines were 
available. In 1915 the Midland introduced new 
instructions that strictly regulated operations through 
the tunnel. At the summit swing scotch blocks that 
were only ever removed to allow a train or light 
engine to pass protected the line. Ascending trains 
arranged this by means of the signalman at 
Lockwood's Crossing (at the throat of the Wicker 
goods depot) contacting the Midland's train receiver 
at the GCR end of the tunnel. Trains were propelled 
towards the incline at no more than 12mph through 
the yard, increasing to 15mph through the tunnel. 
Should the train stall, then the driver was required to 
run back to Lockwood's crossing before making 
another attempt at the incline. The next run could 
not start before the shunter had determined that the 
train had not divided. It was previously not unknown 
for a train to make a second run, only to encounter 
wagons that had become uncoupled on the first run 
still inside the tunnel, with predictable results. Great 
care was called for at the summit to avoid braking 
too suddenly, as this could split the train where the 
gradient abruptly levelled out. 

Rules for descending trains were equally strict with 
a maximum speed of 10mph and a maximum consist 
of 17 loads of minerals or no more than 30 vehicles 
in total. The movement was again confirmed by 
telephone, and the train was to be brought to a stop 
at the signal protecting Lockwood's Crossing. This 
latter requirement was a matter of great contention 
with the Midland drivers, and they raised the issue 
with the National Union of Railwaymen. It was 
argued that the stopping distance was inadequate, 
and that there was a real risk of over-running and 
endangering users of the crossing. They were so 
persistent, that the NUR General Secretary 
J E Williams wrote to the Railway Department at the 
Board of Trade, claiming that nothing short of an 
official enquiry would lead to a definite settlement. 
This did take place, although it was ultimately 
decided that the rules were reasonable and that the 
risk was exaggerated. In retrospect it seems that the  

high-handed way in which the new instructions were 
issued had created the problem. However, it was a 
mark of the progress that trade unions had made by 
this time that the government officials had at least 
treated the matter seriously. (The rather splendid 
NUR letter head with an illustration of Unity House 
is significantly more impressive than that used by 
the Midland's General Manager.) 

The tunnel continued in more or less constant use 
throughout the pre-nationalisation era. The sounds 
of slipping wheels, clanging buffers and engines 
working hard, and the sights of smoke, steam, sparks 
and the glow from the firebox, are still within living 
memory for some Sheffield people. It was this 
spectacle that gave the Fiery Jack its local nickname. 

Closure 

The tunnel was still in regular use for traffic when it 
served as an air raid shelter during the Second World 
War, but soon afterwards all fell silent. Motor lorries 
had begun to cater for much of the short haul traffic 
between the works that had previously used the 
tunnel. Furthermore, nationalisation brought all the 
railways in Sheffield under Eastern Region manage-
ment, and transfers between the former LMSR and 
LNER lines could be rationalised. The remaining 
traffic was handled at Blackburn Valley Exchange 
Sidings (just north of the present Meadowhall Station 
between the ex Midland and GCR lines to Barnsley) 
without the same operating difficulties, although 
some increase in train miles resulted. Gough gives 
July 1947 as the date of final closure. 

For a few years the track remained in place, and 
the tunnel became a playground for the more daring 
youngsters in the district. Some time after the Wicker 
goods depot closed in the early 1960s the lower portal 
was bricked up, though the masonry arch and 
retaining wall have survived. The upper portal 
remains, albeit vandalised and blocked by a steel grill, 
listed Grade II as an early example of monumental 
railway architecture. 

Current developments 

Today, the Fiery Jack is at the centre of an area that 
is being transformed by major urban regeneration 
projects such as the Sheffield Inner Relief Road. 
Almost directly above the tunnel itself, a spectacular 
eco-friendly high rise block has been given outline 
planning permission. On the former Wicker goods 
depot site the long established car showrooms are 
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due to be replaced by a huge Tesco development, 
and it is encouraging to note that the planners have 
indicated that they would like to make a feature of 
the tunnel's lower portal. It has been suggested that 
there should be an information panel telling the story 

Notes and references 
Primary sources — National Archives: 
• RAIL 609/1 (Sheffield & Rotherham Rly board minutes) 
• MT 6/5/31 and MT 6/7/4 (Inspectors' reports) 
• RAIL 463/163 (MS&LR traffic statistics) 
• RAIL 1007/116 (tunnel dues) 
• MT 6/2416/7 (Board of Trade Inquiry) 

Secondary sources: 
• George Dow, The First Railway between Manchester 

and Sheffield, 1945 — this contains a plan of 
Bridgehouses c1850 

• George Dow, Great Central, Vol I, 1959 
• Stephen R Batty, Rail Centres: Sheffield, 1984, and 

Railways of Sheffield, 1994 — these have excellent 

of Fiery Jack, that should of course include something 
about the development of cut and cover tunnels, and 
the perils that may be encountered if they are not 
constructed properly.' 

photographs of the tunnel at the upper and lower end 
while the track was still in situ 

• John Gough, The Midland Railway, A Chronology, 1989 
• Sheffield Forum website (folk memories and myths) 
• Burngreave Messenger website (1846 accident, folk 

memories, Tesco plans) 

1. The New Civil Engineer magazine, 7 July 2005, express-
ed the opinion that the Gerrard's Cross cut and cover 
collapse was triggered by an imbalance in the placement 
and compaction of the fill, combined with a surcharge 
of fill over the tunnel crown. This scheme was designed 
to provide a site for a Tesco store over the railway. 

Wicker c1855. The tunnel's lower portal and 
retaining wall can be seen above the roof of the 

Midlands terminus in the centre of the picture. To 
the left, above the roof of the MS&LR's Victoria 

Station, the scar on the hillside made in the 
construction of the tunnel marks the point at 

which the lower cut and cover section meets the 
central section bored through solid rock. 

Bridgehouses c1855. The tunnel's upper portal is 
obscured by the sloping hillside in the centre of 

the picture. The part of the hillside removed when 
the cut and cover section was opened out is 

clearly shown. Note the MS&LR's Wicker Viaduct 
(foreground), Bridgehouses good depot (left), and 

Neepsend locomotive sheds (zipper left 
background). 

(`Sheffield from the SE' (details) by William Ibbitt, 
NRM Pictorial Library) 

The upper portal in 1979. This is now (2007) 
virtually concealed by the growth of trees 

and shrubs. 

(Photograph: John Law) 
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The Origins of a Modern Myth 
The loading gauge of the GCR London Extension 

Grahame Boyes 

'Watkin decided to build his own London extension, engineered to mainland 
European loading gauge, and via "his" Metropolitan and South Eastern railways 

and the Channel Tunnel to link Manchester directly with Paris.''  

Over the last twenty years it has been stated in several 
railway history books, in railway magazines and in 
the press that the Great Central Railway's London 
Extension was built to a loading gauge suitable for 
Continental rolling stock. It is demonstrably untrue, 
but it is now so embedded in railway mythology that 
it will no doubt continue to be repeated many more 
times. The aim of this paper is to explore how such 
a misconception gets into circulation, but since its 
origins developed out of the oft-repeated story of 
Sir Edward Watkin's vision of running through trains 
from his home town of Manchester via a Channel 
Tunnel to Paris, it may be instructive first to re-
examine this much older piece of railway folklore. 

The background 

Watkin was, above all, one of the nineteenth century's 
great railway strategists, constantly searching for 
ways of expanding his companies' markets by 
extending into new traffic-generating districts. His 
tactic was to look for alliances which could achieve 
his objectives with minimum capital outlay, by means 
of running powers, amalgamations, or construction 
of joint lines; constructing a new line entirely at his 
own company's expense was a last resort. 

In 1860, Edward Watkin (Sir Edward from 1868), 
even before he became chairman of the Manchester 
Sheffield & Lincolnshire Railway (MS&LR) in 1864, 
declared his wish for it to have access to London.2  It 
had good connections into the south Yorkshire 
coalfield; how much better if it could itself carry the 
coal to the metropolis, rather than having to hand it 
over to another company for the trunk movement. 
In 1866 he also became chairman of the South 
Eastern Railway (SER) and saw the need for it to 
have access to the traffic of the companies north and 
west of London, particularly in order to augment its 
continental traffic.' So it is not surprising that, when 
in 1872 he became chairman of the Metropolitan  

Railway too, he declared his ambition, 'if I live so 
long', of connecting the MS&LR with the 
Metropolitan and thence through London to a 
junction with the South Eastern.°  He saw that, by 
connecting the three railways into a through route, 
they would bring new traffic to each other. 

As for a connection between the Metropolitan and 
the SER, in 1873 Watkin tried to engineer not just a 
physical link from the SER at Charing Cross to the 
Metropolitan via Bank, but also an amalgamation of 
the two companies, but nothing came of it.5  In 1891 
a direct link under central London between the 
Metropolitan at Baker Street and the SER at Charing 
Cross was considered, but quickly dropped.' But a 
less direct link had already been achieved in 1884 
via the East London Railway, in which both com-
panies had a part share and of which Watkin was 
also chairman. 

It was not until 1888 that Watkin initiated practical 
steps towards an independent link between the 
MS&LR and Metropolitan. Having failed to 
persuade the Great Northern and Midland Railways 
to join in his plans, the London Extension was built 
by the MS&LR alone and not opened until 1899 (in 
anticipation of which the company changed its name 
to the Great Central Railway). By now Watkin was 
in declining health and no longer in power. Any ideas 
there might have been of through services over the 
three companies' lines were forgotten. 

Meanwhile, following the same philosophy, Watkin 
was also working towards improving the link between 
the SER and the Chemin de Fer du Nord, concentrat-
ing initially on the Folkestone—Boulogne steamer 
service. A proposal for a Channel Tunnel began to 
be discussed seriously in 1866, but Watkin's interest 
in it dates from his appointment as Metropolitan 
Railway chairman in 1872. However, he did not like 
some features of the proposal, so his involvement 
was half-hearted. It was only in 1880, when the 
opportunity arose for him to promote a rival Sub- 
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marine Continental Railway Company, that he began 
to champion it. However, the majority in Parliament, 
backed by influential military figures, opposed the 
whole idea and by 1884 — several years before the 
London Extension was promoted — it was already a 
lost cause. Nevertheless, Watkin, using his position 
as a MP, vainly continued to introduce a Channel 
Tunnel Bill in the House of Commons almost every 
year until 1894.7  

Watldn's vision? 

So are these events explained simply by a consistent 
business philosophy, adapted to the circumstances 
pertaining at the time? Or are they evidence of 
Watkin pursuing a long-held vision of through trains 
from Manchester to Paris? 

There is no evidence that Watkin ever declared 
such an ambition. It is significant that George Dow 
and Adrian Gray don't mention the question in their 
histories of the MS&LR and SER, which they surely 
would have done if there was anything in those 
companies' records. Alan Jackson, historian of the 
Metropolitan Railway, specifically says that 'There 
is certainly no hint of such a proposal in the very 
large quantity of Metropolitan Railway papers which 
have been preserved.'8  

Did his contemporaries believe that Watkin held 
such an ambition? In its highly-critical obituary of 
him, the Railway Times said: 

In extending the Sheffield line to London Sir Edward 
thought he was building up a great through railway 
route from Dover to Manchester and Liverpool ... 
Even in his own lifetime this visionary project 
crumbled to the ground; for a very short experience 
taught that a continuous train service between north 
and south was not wanted by the public. 

The Railway News's obituary saw not a vision, but 
`tireless activity', particularly in promoting 'gigantic 
schemes', which, as well as the Channel T 

unnel, included a Scotland—Ireland tunnel and a 
Dublin—Galway ship canal.' The Manchester 
Guardian's respectful obituary did not mention the 
matter, but The Times's obituarist said: 

Sir Edward Watkin's aim was to hold in his own hands 
a through line of communication from Dover, even if 
not from mid-Channel, to Preston, which could have 
been extended at small expense round the Cumbrian 
coast to Carlisle. His Welsh Union scheme would 
have gathered up into his single hand all the loose 
ends of a dozen bankrupt Welsh companies." 

However, none of them mentions the Manchester— 

Paris through-train vision. 
The origin of this story appears to be the book Our 

Railways by John Pendleton (1894). Writing about 
the passage of the London Extension Bill through 
the Commons in 1892, it quotes the opposing counsel 
as saying that its purpose was 

to accomplish the deep-laid ambitious schemes of one 
man ... whose hope and dream was to terminate his 
life by running a through carriage from the North to 
London, and from London to Paris. The Channel 
Tunnel was part and parcel of Sir Edward Watkin's 
dream; and he was now leading forward the share-
holders of the Manchester, Sheffield & Lincolnshire 
Railway to ruin.12 

This was clearly intended to ridicule Watkin and 
needs to be taken with a small pinch of salt. 

Of his two biographers, David Hodgkins says that 
when Watkin was promoting the London Extension 
in 1892, he 'undoubtedly saw the MS&LR as a 
railway which would continue "right through to 
Dover and Paris". But he almost certainly had in 
mind the existing cross-Channel surface services 
which he had played a major part in improving:" 
But Hodgkins does not believe that there was a long-
held vision: Watkin's ambitions were considerable, 
but they were general in nature. He was an 
opportunist without a detailed blueprint."4  

However, Watkin's other biographer, Canon John 
Neville Greaves, starts from the belief that 'part of 
what constitutes greatness, or at least great distinction 
above one's contemporaries, is possession of an 
overall vision, a "grand design", which informs all 
one's actions and decisions, and towards which 
everything is energetically directed'. From this he 
argues that, even though he did not declare it, so as 
not to build up opposition, Watkin did indeed have a 
vision of through services, not just to Paris, but to 

Whatever the truth, Watkin's vision is now firmly 
set in the folklore and accepted by many railway 
historians of repute. 

The loading gauge question 

The facts here are not difficult to establish. The 
engineering details of the Great Central Railway 
Extension were published in considerable detail in 
three papers by F W Bidder and F D Fox in the 
Minutes of the Proceedings of the Institution of Civil 
Engineers, vols 142 (1899-1900) and 143 (1900-
1901). The overall dimensions of the loading gauge 
are clearly shown to be 13ft 4%in high and 9ft 3in 
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wide, the same as the rest of the GCR. For 
comparison, the Great Northern Railway loading 
gauge was the same width and 4/in higher. The 
Beme Conference Gauge, or 'Berne gauge', referred 
to below was a standard gauge of overall dimensions 
14ft 01/4in by 10ft 2in adopted for international 
movements on the Continent — but not until 1913, 
two decades after London Extension was designed. 

The idea that the GC London Extension was built 
to a Continental loading gauge seems to have started 
with a book by Roger Calvert, The Future of Britain 's 
Railways (1965). Calvert was honorary secretary of 
the National Council on Inland Transport, a cam-
paigning organisation established at the time of 
Beeching. In a chapter on the Channel Tunnel, he 
derided the idea that international trains to London 
and beyond should be of British loading gauge, and 
attempted to show how selected BR lines could be 
adapted to Berne gauge. Beyond London he selected 
the former Great Western broad-gauge routes to the 
West, South Wales and the West Midlands and the 
Great Central route to the North West. He argued 
that, because the GC London Extension had been 
built late in the railway era, it had a more generous 
loading gauge, his evidence being that this was the 
only non-Western Region route on which the GWR 
`Hall' locomotive was allowed to run during the 
Locomotive Exchanges of 1948 — ignoring the fact 
that the GWR 'King' ran between King's Cross and 
Leeds. He pursued a similar argument in his article 
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Lt Colonel Holman F Stephens 

Promoter and Manager of Model Rural Light Railways 

Brian Janes 

Holman Fred Stephens (1868-1931) was one of those larger-than-life characters who 
have grabbed the imagination of railway enthusiasts, but is he remembered 

for the wrong reasons? 

The rise of the motor lorry and bus in the 1920s 
stripped the rural branch railway and particularly the 
rural light railway of much of its purpose. Goods 
traffic, particularly the high-value parcels and smalls 
traffic, transferred to the roads. Passenger traffic had 
never been great, for country people did not travel 
much except to market, and now when they did it 
was by the cheaper and more convenient motor bus. 
The local railways run by the mainline railways 
survived by drawing on the funds and engineering 
assistance of the wider railway and the Railway 
Grouping of 1923 under the Transport Act 1921 
saved many; but the remaining independents were 
by the late 1920s and early 1930s in financial 
difficulty. 

Lovers of the picturesque now discovered these 
decaying railways. They became something of a 
local, if not national, joke with old locomotives and 
carriages compared to kettles and hencoops. This 
image became all-pervasive and personified in the 
person of Colonel Holman Fred Stephens and a group 
of still independent light railways given the epithet 
`The Colonel Stephens' Railways'. 

To the author's mind, this is an entirely unfair 
judgement on a man whose distinguished engineer-
ing and management career was recognised in the 
highest circles of government and who had in his 
time brought much needed transport to deprived rural 
areas. He had done so by promoting the essential 
economy advocated by the light railway theorists of 
the late Victorian period. Railways were then, as 
now, very expensive creations, and the national tide 
of railway building had long passed its high-water 
mark and was ebbing away from rural areas. Such 
areas remained desperately in need of cheaper 
transport than the horse and cart if their economy 
was to survive and thrive. 

The concept of light railways was thought of as a 
method of bringing cheap transport to rural areas but,  

with capital and traffic thin, railways would have to 
be cheaply built for later improvement, if and when 
the expected increased traffic returned and resultant 
access to capital resulted. With the passing of the 
Light Railways Act in 1896 enthusiasm for such lines 
was at an all-time high; but it was still necessary to 
turn a vision into practical success and it was this 
problem Holman Stephens and others sought to solve 
with their engineering and management skills. 

The young Holman Fred Stephens, as a qualified 
Civil Engineer, had his first experience of railway 
building as site engineer on the South Eastern 
Railway's satellite, the Cranbrook & Paddock Wood 
Railway. This was a branch line built to main line 
branch standards but Stephens gained further 
experience with the construction and success in 1895 
of the tiny and cheaply built Rye & Camber Tramway, 
on which he even advocated using an internal 
combustion engined railcar. He set up a consultancy, 
and was then well placed to take advantage of the 
demand created by the Act, which he did with vigour 
on many projects in the following optimistic years. 
Indeed his practice had grown to such an extent that 
in 1900 he had opened his well known office at 23 
Salford Terrace, Tonbridge, where some 17 to 20 
staff were employed for most of the next 50 years. 

The Light Railways Syndicate 

Although for the next decade Stephens produced 
many more plans than physical lines on the ground, 
he became the leading independent engineering 
dynamic behind the light railway movement. At first 
he allied himself with an organisation led by Edward 
Peterson, a solicitor with a practice in Staplehurst, 
Kent, whose enthusiasm for light railways came about 
in anticipation of the 1896 Act. Peterson claimed to 
have clients interested in investing in railway schemes 
in various parts of the country and he formed a 
company called the Light Railways Syndicate in July 
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1895 for the purpose of financing bills or orders in 
Parliament for proposed new railways. The intention 
was that once the necessary authorisations had been 
obtained, a separate company would be formed for 
each scheme to raise the capital and the syndicate 
would receive a fee for its services. A total of seven 
schemes were formally proposed by the Light 
Railways Syndicate and its sister company, the 
Economic Railways Company, formed in 1898. In 
all cases, Stephens was to have been the engineer 
and had a smallish shareholding in the syndicate. 
Only one railway, the Sheppey Light Railway, was 
built but when the concept and companies collapsed 
in Edwardian times with the end of optimism for light 
railways, Stephens still pursued the Gower Light and 
the Orpington, Cudham & Tatsfield (which slowly 
evolved into the Southern Heights Light) proposals 
until the 1920s when they both came within a whisker 
of being built. The Peterson proposals were all 
clearly intended to build light railways and, in 
accordance with hallowed tradition, off-load them 
on the mainline railways. 

Independent management 

Stephens had meanwhile been working with other 
financiers to design and build other railways, notably 
the Kent & East Sussex (K&ESR) and the Selsey 
Tramway. His experience with the Peterson 
syndicate seems to have turned Stephens away from 
building railways for subsequent sale and he 
effectively became an entrepreneur for many schemes 
which, although he did not own them, were his 
creation, and independent management was to 
become his key philosophy. 

At this stage of his life Stephens was wholly com-
mitted to promoting and creating light railways. He 
was responsible for nearly 10% of all orders made 
under the 1896 Act up to March 1908 (27, including 
extensions of time, of the 311 orders), and when it is 
considered that one-third of statutory light railways 
were street tramways then his significance to the rural 
light railways movement becomes obvious. He 
continued this activity to some extent until his death. 

In 1918 Stephens prepared a CV of his engineering 
and Parliamentary achievements which, although 
excluding many of the schemes that failed at an early 
stage, is a useful indicator of his achievements. The 
schedule is reproduced in the Appendix, together with 
some additional comments. 

The enthusiasm for rural light railways did not last  

very long. Applications for light railways fell from 
88 in 1898 to 2 in 1914. During the Edwardian years 
the 1896 Act was held to have failed. Light railways 
had arrived too late and costs could not be kept low 
enough to service viable transport rates. Local funds 
were not available and Treasury grants were not 
enough. The mainline railways had never shown 
much interest for they now spent most of their capital 
on improving capacity rather than geographical 
expansion. Even worse, lightly built equipment often 
did not stand up to the rough and tumble of service 
and no funds were available to reinvest in better. By 
1914 the concept was effectively dead but Stephens 
did not give up: he persisted with several schemes 
and built them when he could. 

Stephens built his first lines almost slavishly 
following light railway principles. His first two 
important lines, the Rother Valley (later K&ESR) 
and the Hundred of Manhood & Selsey, were 
extremely lightly built and both had brand new 
purpose-built locomotives and coaches; and they 
were both successful, paying modest dividends and 
developing their districts. However it soon became 
clear that they were too light to economically perform 
the task of hauling the traffic they had generated. 
Limited finance was the great problem and so it 
remained, second hand stock and track became a 
feature of his lines, and however well maintained 
they were, for the next twenty-five years they formed 
the basis of the later false image of ramshackle 
railways. 

Now all that could be hoped for was modest profit-
ability with more robust second-hand equipment. 
Stephens adapted, the railways he managed to build 
survived, but many projects died stillborn. For a 
period of over 30 years Stephens managed to scrape 
together enough capital to build railways that did, at 
least until WW1 changed things for ever, provide 
some return on capital. 

He worked phenomenally hard over this period. 
As an example of his energy and enterprise one need 
only look at his achievements over the period 1908-
14. In these years he put together several orders for 
the East Kent Light (which was partly built), 
reconstructed the Burry Port & Gwendreath Valley, 
the East Cornwall Minerals as the Plymouth 
Devonport & South Western Junction Railway's 
independently-run Callington line, and the long 
defunct 'Potts' line as the Shropshire & Montgomery-
shire (S&MR). In addition there were orders for the 
new lines of the West Sussex and the Callington line 
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and its (unbuilt) extension, the revised Gower Light, 
and the North Devon & Cornwall Junction Railway 
(ND&CJR). Each of these projects involved advising 
(and often actually finding the members of) the 
boards, surveying, and negotiating the necessary land 
and equipment acquisitions — usually without 
adequate capital. 

On top of this he was very active, as an engineering 
volunteer, in increasing military preparations for the 
defence of Kent for which work he was eventually 
made a Lt Colonel in 1916. 

After the Great War 

The end of the Great War changed the direction of 
Stephens' business and increasingly he became less 
a promoter and builder and more a manager. His 
Salford Terrace office turned from design and 
construction to centralised accounting and admin-
istration, engineering maintenance and oversight. 
Local management was often limited to a single man 
in charge (there was a variety of local titles, often 
informal) to oversee day-to-day operations. Multiple 
short memos and telegrams, flying visits from 
Stephens and his outdoor assistants (principally 
William Austen), and audit visits were designed, 
usually successfully, to keep local management taut. 

Nevertheless Stephens remained a promoter and 
still managed to build the Ashover Light and the last 
standard gauge light railway, the ND&CJR (Toning-
ton to Halwill). He was also fighting hard to build 
the Gower, several more extensions of the East Kent, 
and the electrically-powered Southern Heights line 
from Orpington to Sanderstead. The last was only 
finally terminated by his death and the coming of 
pooling of traffic receipts under the London Passen-
ger Transport Act. 

For a very few years after the war, a future for 
rural railways looked reasonable and with the 
formation of a new Ministry of Transport, the 
encouragement of more such railways was a 
possibility. The Ministry undertook a comprehensive 
official review of the problems of light railways in 
which Stephens was heavily involved but this proved 
inconclusive and the rise of road transport began to 
kill the need. Survival now became the name of the 
game. If Stephens had a fault it was that he, like 
many other railway managers, did not appear to 
foresee the competition that would come from road 
transport after WW1, nor the economic depression 
of the early 1920s. But the fact that most of his lines  

survived those troubled times is a testament to his 
skill in organisation and financial control. 

Stephens had meanwhile been active in success-
fully lobbying the Ministry and government to enable 
light railways to retain their independence from the 
grouping of railways under the Railways Act 1921. 
In the event only a handful of these independents 
took this option, the majority under Stephens' 
leadership. Stephens strongly held the view that such 
railways should have separate management or 
become lost in the oversight of the major railways. 
To an extent he did prove this, even though his efforts 
were crippled by lack of capital. 

He was a tough and innovative manager (for 
instance on taking control of the Selsey Tramway in 
1923 he quickly dismissed the long serving local 
manager, Phillips, on cost grounds), introducing 
pioneering internal combustion rail-motors and light 
shunters, and cutting costs. His lines in his latter 
days may have been run on the proverbial shoestring, 
but at least they did run and provided a real benefit 
to the local communities through which they passed. 
His methods impressed contemporaries and he was, 
for instance, brought in to save the sinking Festiniog/ 
Welsh Highland Railway (FR/WHR) combine which 
nearly closed at birth, and kept it going in almost 
impossible circumstances through the 1920s. 

Despite innovative use of limited capital for 
projects like the famous Stephens' rail-motors, inde-
pendent railways fell into decline and bankruptcy. 
Ultimately the price of independence from the remote 
management of the main line companies was poverty, 
often worse in its effect than neglectful centralised 
management. Indeed, certainly after Stephens' death 
and in one case before (the East Kent Light), inde-
pendence was only ultimately maintained through the 
financial and practical charity of the principal 
companies. This effectively went as the railways 
became part of Government and the rural railway 
disappeared in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Financial arrangements 

In raising capital for the schemes when he was 
effectively the principal promoter Stephens was 
nothing if not versatile and certainly opportunistic. 
The Treasury had largely failed, as with all other 1896 
Act projects, to provide any useful amounts of capital, 
although the ND&CJR was finally built with Treasury 
funds provided for unemployment relief (as was the 
Welsh Highland before Stephens became involved). 
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However, even that success ensured that the Gower 
Light, which competed for the same funds, would 
never be built. He often turned his persuasive talents 
onto the local authorities who stood to benefit from 
the lines but with limited success. 

Private capital was perhaps more readily available 
before the light railway optimism evaporated and 
there is some evidence that perhaps the largest and 
most innovative of insurance companies, the Excess 
Insurance, was persuaded. More research is however 
needed in this somewhat murky area. Speculative 
funds became available for the East Kent Light 
Railways through the dubious activities of the group 
of companies developing the coalfield controlled by 
Arthur Bun, and the poverty-stricken form this 
company took was due to their failure. 

There is also limited evidence of contractor 
involvement in financing but again more research is 
needed into this. Stephens himself acted as contractor 
in this fashion on the S&MR but the source of funds 
behind this, the Severn Syndicate, is mysterious. He 
was also involved with fund managers specialising 
in turning unattractive stocks round, particularly 
Sidney Herbert. The mainline railways provided only 
limited support but the Headcorn extension was 
guaranteed by the South Eastern & Chatham Railway 
and the Southern became the effective owner of the 
East Kent in 1926 to revive the company. 

Stephens himself, though moderately wealthy 
through inheritance, was not a substantial investor 
in his companies, usually only holding enough shares 
to qualify, if needed, as a director. 

He earned his income in a variety of ways, initially 
through surveying and engineering and consultancy 
fees but increasingly from management fees. His 
Salford Terrace business was a personal one and all 
expenses came to be paid through these fees etc. 
Many of these fees were paid to him in debentures 
and he became a substantial holder of such certifi-
cates, for instance at one point he held £26,000 of 
debentures in the East Kent. He involved his social 
contacts in investment, persuading a friend, H 
Montague Bates, to buy the Selsey Tramway in an 
attempt to rescue it and became almost sole owner 
when the shares were bequeathed to him. Earlier in 
1923 he had personally bought and re-equipped the 
Snailbeach District and he held virtually all the shares 
in the S&MR (which was the operating company for 
the owner — Shropshire Railways) from inception. 

Stephens managed the K&ESR, EKR and S&MR 
directly from inception and remained engineer, or 
consulting engineer, for most of the railways he built. 
He was General Manager of the Weston Clevedon 
& Portishead from 1909; and Chairman and General 
Manager of the FR/WHR combine from 1925 
(engineer from 1923) and receiver of the WHR from 
1927. However, he was not fond of committee work 
and generally preferred to leave such duties to others, 
particularly close acquaintances. 

Relationship with other railwaymen 

He was much liked and respected by many senior 
railwaymen, including arguably the best manager of 
his generation, Sir Herbert Walker (who was quite 
candid about the poor viability of Stephens' lines), 
and Walker's successor Gilbert Szlumper was his 
close friend. Stephens actively acquired and 
cultivated a wide circle of such acquaintances, and 
Sir George Barrahell, whom he seems to have met 
as a senior Treasury official associated with transport 
issues and who was later Chairman of Dunlop, was 
his most frequent luncheon companion. 

Conclusions 

Faced with the problems that Stephens had to face, 
many would have gladly given up their independence. 
There is no doubt he was an optimist who put his 
private money into these railways. The make do and 
mend of his last years, together with the perceived 
need to maintain his balance sheet by not disposing 
of assets, combined with a probable sentimental 
attachment to some items, led to the accumulation 
of obsolete and worthless rolling stock which was 
perhaps misunderstood. Nevertheless, he kept the 
railways going. 

Stephens was in the last analysis a man of his time 
and, like the Light Railway Act so associated with 
him, was perhaps born too late. We should however 
admire him for his energy and achievement in the 
circumstances of his heyday and not for the 
observably crumbling elements of his achievements 
that were all that was evident to later, and indeed 
current, generations. 
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Appendix 

Schedule of lines with which Stephens was associated 

This list is derived from the CV of his engineering and Parliamentary achievements which Stephens prepared 
in 1918. It is not complete as it excludes many of the schemes that failed at an early stage. In all cases except 
the Gower Railway and the Callington line, Stephens was the sole engineer. 	The lengths of the lines have 
been rounded to the nearest mile. Further comments have been added. 

Name of line Date 	Miles Remarks 
Parliamentary lines: 
Tenterden Railway 1894 32 Passed. Charge of survey and sections. Not built. 
Rother Valley Railway 1895 12 Passed. Later renamed the Kent & East Sussex Light 

Railway. Managed from opening until nationalisation. 
Railways under Act of 1896 etc: 
Rye & Camber Tramway 1895 2 Passed. Managed from opening until closure. 
Gower Railway 1896 14 Passed. Not built 
Hadlow Railway 1896 12 Passed. Not built 
Central Essex Railway 1897 28 Passed. Not built 
Sheppey Railway 1897 8 First 5 miles rejected subject to diversion; remainder 

passed. Operated by the S&ECR. 
Hundred of Manhood & Selsey Tramway 1897 8 Passed. Owned and managed from 1920 till closure. 
Sheppey Railway [diversion] 1898 9 Passed. 
Cranbrook, Tenderden & Ashford Railway 1898 21 First 10 miles passed; remainer rejected. Not built. 
Kelvedon, Coggeshall & Halstead Railway 1898 10 First 21/4  miles passed; remainder rejected. Not built 
St Just, Land's End & G W Junction Rly 1898 23 Rejected. 
Hedingham & Long Melford Railway 1898 15 Rejected. 
Orpington, Cudham & Tatsfield Railway 1898 8 Passed. Not built. 
Long Melford & Hadleigh Railway 1899 15 Passed. Not built. 
Maidstone & Faversham Junction Railway 1899 12 Passed. Not built. 
East Sussex Railway 1899 7 Northiam—Rye. Passed. Not built. 
Rother Valley Railway extension 1901 8 Extension to Headcom. Passed. 
Surrey & Sussex Railway 1902 26 Rejected. 
North Shropshire Railway 1907 24 Passed. Later the S&MR. 
Bere Aston & Calstock Rly and extension 1904/09 16 East Cornwall Railway reconstruction and also the North 
(collectively known as the Callington line) Hill extension passed but not built. 
Burry Port & Gwendreath Valley Railway 1909 12 Passed. 
North Devon & Cornwall Railway 1910 20 Torrington—Halwill Junction. Passed. Built; operated 

by Southern Railway but independent until 1948. 
East Kent Railways 1911 20 Passed 	Partially built and managed until 1948. 
East Kent Railway extensions 1911 10 Passed. Not built. 
East Kent Railway extensions 1912 5 Passed. Not built. 
Cadbury Railway 1912 2 Branch from Weston Clevedon & Portishead to 

proposed colliery. Pending. Not built. 
East Kent Railway extensions 1913 22 Passed. 
Gower Railway 1913 14 Passed. Joint engineer. Not built. 
East Kent Railway extensions 1914 8 Passed. Not built. 
West Sussex Railway 1915 8 Branch of Selsey Tramway. Passed. Not built. 
Edge Hill Railway 1917 11 5% miles passed; remainder rejected. 
Ashover Railway 1918 6 Later amended and built as a narrow gauge railway. 
Shropshire Railways 1918 22 Shrewsbury & Mkt Drayton extension of S&MR. Rejected. 
Siding to Castner Kellner Alkali Co Works 1918 1 Siding from L&NWR at Weston Point. Passed. 
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Fallacies and phantoms in Buckinghamshire 
A cautionary tale 

Tim Edmonds 

Secondary sources are a mine of information for 
historians, not only in providing a summary of what 
has previously been done on their research topic, but 
also by enabling them to draw on work from a broader 
field than might otherwise be the case. However, 
the use of such material brings its own problems, 
particularly the extent to which its accuracy can be 
relied upon, and this applies even where publications 
may be recognised as standard reference works.' 
When published works are used and interpreted 
without recourse to primary sources the risk of 
misunderstanding facts, or simply copying errors, is 
greater, and this is a particular danger when a 
specialist in one field draws on work from another 
field. Such problems may be compounded when 
sources are not quoted, or are poorly referenced, so 
it becomes difficult for users to associate items of 
information with their provenance. This article 
attempts to unravel what lies behind some published 
references to a railway station in Buckinghamshire, 
described by three different names in approximately 
the same location, when there is no available evidence 
that any such station or stations ever existed. 

In 1983 a reputable publisher of railway books 
produced a railway atlas of Britain which was a 
flawed work in terms of both accuracy and cartog-
raphy.' Among many apparent errors in the atlas 
(hereafter referred to as Wignall) was that a station 
called 'Penn Halt' was marked on the Great Western 
& Great Central Joint Railway (GW&GCR) between 
Beaconsfield and High Wycombe: 

combe West 
High Wycombe 

Penn Halt Beaconsfield 

Loudwater 

There is no mention of the station in the standard 
history of the line,' nor does it appear in any other 
railway atlases or reference works that I have 
consulted. A search of Bradshaw at various dates 
from the opening of the GW&GCR in 1906 to 1938 
failed to find an advertised service to any station  

between Beaconsfield and High Wycombe, and 
Ordnance Survey maps of the period also do not 
record any intermediate stations on this section of 
line. There was, however, a signal box called Tylers 
Green, opened in 1914 and closed in 1953, located 
between White House Tunnel and Sir Philip Rose's 
Viaduct, 13m 78ch from Northolt Junction.' This 
was on the north side of Loudwater, a village already 
served by a station on the former Wycombe Railway, 
the Great Western Railway (GWR) branch from 
Maidenhead to High Wycombe. 

The village of Penn lies about 11/2 miles to the north 
of the GW&GCR but it was (and is) accessible 
directly only via narrow country lanes. There was 
no obvious reason why Penn should have justified a 
halt, given the easy road access to nearby Beacons-
field station, and for many years Bradshaw carried a 
footnote citing Beaconsfield as Sta for Penn 2% 
miles': Furthermore, during World War I first a 
horse-bus service, and then a motor-taxi, were estab-
lished between Tylers Green and Beaconsfield station 
via Perm. On 5 February 1920 a motor-bus service 
began on this route, for which the main objective 
was to provide for passengers who wished to take 
the trains to and from London.° So the evidence 
suggests that there was no Penn Halt in Buckingham-
shire. There was, however, a station of that name 
which was on the GWR between Tettenhall and 
Womboum in Staffordshire; it was opened in 1925 
and closed in 1932. This Penn Halt was also marked 
in Wignall but the gazetteer entry gives the map 
reference for the Buckinghamshire location and the 
Staffordshire closure date of 1932. It appears that 
the author had confused two places, although this 
still does not explain why he chose to mark halts at 
both locations in the atlas. 

A few years later the following request for help 
appeared in the classified advertisements section of 
a popular railway monthly: 'Penn Halt (GW/GC line) 
Photos/information wanted'? I responded, explain-
ing my interest and asking about any known sources 
that referred to Penn Halt. The reply from Peter 
Cowan was that he and some friends were investigat-
ing Penn Halt, but that 'each one thought that the 
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others had mentioned it first'. They had seen Wignall, 
and were aware of its unreliability, but he quoted 
two other possible sources: a mention in 'an old 
Railway & Travel Monthly' and, more promisingly, 
that it 'is shown on an old map: Mark & Lee's 6th 
Edition Road Map of 50 miles around Aylesbury', 
adding the rider that 'this map is noticeably inaccu-
rate in railway terms'.8  

Railway & Travel Monthly was first published in 
1910 and was renamed Transport & Travel Monthly 
in 1919 before merging with The Railway Magazine 
in 1922. A search of the complete run of this journal 
revealed several articles covering aspects of the 
GW&GCR line which was then, of course, just a few 
years old. An item on suburban services commented 
that the line 'runs past Loudwater in full sight of that 
village, but as yet the place is not big enough to need 
a second railway station'.9  I could find no other refer-
ence to any intermediate station, proposed or actual. 

Mark & Lee was an Aylesbury firm of printers, 
bookbinders, stationers and booksellers — Kelly's 
Directory lists them at 24 Market Square from at 
least 1903 to 1939. The Centre for Buckinghamshire 
Studies at Aylesbury holds no maps or other publica-
tions from this company and I have failed to track 
down anything elsewhere. However, it was the 
practice for the major mapping firms such as Bacon 
and Geographia to supply local booksellers with 
maps of their area for sale, or even free distribution, 
to their customers. This could take the form of one 
of their standard sheets in a customised 'own brand' 
cover, or a specially printed site-centred map posing 
as the seller's own, so this could have been the case 
here.10  Continuing extensive searches of libraries, 
map collections and the second-hand market have 
failed so far to locate any map which marks a station 
between Beaconsfield and High Wycombe." 

In 1998 a lengthy article about the GW&GCR line 
was published in one of the popular railway 
monthlies."-- On a map accompanying the article was 
marked 'Penn Halt':  

Although the source was not credited, the style of 
the cartography and the fact that both incorrectly 
mark West Wycombe station as 'Wycombe West' 
suggested that it had been based on Wignall. My 
letter to the magazine at the time failed to elicit a 
reply, but a communication to Len Bunning two years 
later from the author of the article revealed that he 
had 'no evidence whatsoever for Penn Halt because 
he was not responsible for commissioning the map, 
the cartographer having apparently made up the name 
for himself.  13  More interesting was that in the text 
of the article there was mention not of Penn Halt, 
but of a proposed station with a different name on 
approximately the same site: 

Loudwater Estates was keen to develop land between 
High Wycombe and Beaconsfield for housing and, 
with other landowners ... applied to the [GW&GC 
Joint] Committee in 1928 for the provision of a new 
station. The Committee was enthusiastic, recording 
that the station would be named North Loudwater, 
but that was as far as matters went. 

No source is given for this information. The prefix 
`North' would have been to distinguish the proposed 
new station from the existing GWR Loudwater 
station on the other side of the valley. 

There is a further reference to this proposal in a 
souvenir booklet published in 1956 to accompany 
an exhibition marking the golden jubilee of the 
GW&GC line. This was produced by the Chiltern 
Railway Society, then based in High Wycombe but 
now no longer in existence. A description of the route 
includes the following note: 'A proposal was once 
put forward that a halt should be constructed between 
White House Farm Tunnel and this [Sir Philip Rose's] 
viaduct, to serve north Loudwater, but the scheme 
was not developed'.' 4  Again no source is quoted, 
but among the overall acknowledgements was one 
for the help of the British Transport Commission's 
Archivist and Curator of Historical Relics. The 
surviving records of the GW&GCR are now in the 
National Archives, and a search of these provided 
evidence that a station was indeed proposed in 1928. 
The minutes of the GW&GC Joint Committee 
meeting of 15 February 1928 record that: 

The General Managers reported that an area of land 
about 330 acres in extent between Beaconsfield and 
Loudwater is being developed for building purposes 
by the Loudwater Estates Ltd and other landowners 
who have asked for a passenger station to be provided 
to serve the estate. 

There were to be various financial guarantees for 
the first five years and so: 
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... the Committee agreed to authorise the construction 
of a station to be named 'North Loudwater' ... subject 
to an agreement being entered into with the Loudwater 
Estates Ltd and other interested parties on the lines 
indicated.15  

At the next meeting, on 25 July 1928, the Commit-
tee approved 'the necessary steps being taken to 
obtain Parliamentary powers in respect of the 
purchase of land' for the construction of the station, 
and it was recorded that the seal had been affixed to 
a legal agreement with Loudwater Estates:6  I found 
no further mention of North Loudwater station in 
the Committee minutes. 

A residential development of 330 acres would have 
been substantial by any standards and therefore might 
have been expected to receive coverage in the local 
newspaper, but a search of The Bucks Free Press for 
1928 found no references to any large-scale residen-
tial developments in or around the village or to any 
proposed station at North Loudwater. However, they 
did reveal that this was a period of high demand for 
housing in High Wycombe and it was clear from the 
land sale advertisements that some large tracts of 
farmland around the town were being sold for devel-
opment. 

A search of sales catalogues and brochures of the 
inter-war period at the Centre for Buckinghamshire 
Studies did locate one interesting sale at Loudwater, 
where in 1920 a number of freehold properties from 
the Marquess of Lincolnshire's Wycombe Estates 
were placed on the market. These included the 130-
acre Dearham's Farm, located adjacent to the railway 
west of White House Tunnel and described as 
`particularly attractive for residential purposes'." If 
this was part of the North Loudwater scheme, that 
still left another 200 acres of land unaccounted for 
in what would have been a massive residential 
development which clearly failed to progress. 

A field visit in April 2007 found that most of the 
land around Dearham's Farm was still open space, 
including sports fields, a cemetery, woodland and 
pasture. The site of Tylers Green signal box was 
confirmed by its foundations still visible on the north 
side of the line, but there was nothing to suggest any 
station buildings had existed there. This was a likely 
place at which to build a station because there is 
adjacent land on the north side at the same level as 
the railway; another possibility was a slightly more 
restricted site east of the Derehams Lane under-
bridge.'8  Beyond these there was no suitable location 

to the west is a high embankment leading to Sir 
Philip Rose's Viaduct and further east the line is in a  

cutting. 

In 2000 when reading a history of Hazlemere, a 
village to the north of High Wycombe, I came across 
a short section about two railway proposals of 1889 
that affected the area. It explained that the more 
northerly had not succeeded, but the other was 
completed as the GW&GCR line. Then followed a 
comment that: 

... it is interesting to note that when the southern route 
was eventually built in 1906 there was a small 
stopping place near Rayners known as Penn Halt. 
This was little used and was demolished in 1932.'9  

The author, David Gantzel, had lived in the area 
for most of his life, and I wrote to explain my interest 
and enquire about his sources. He explained that he 
had some oral evidence for a halt which, he under-
stood, was a private one for the Rose family who 
owned the Rayners estate at Tylers Green (a village 
adjacent to Penn). On seeing Penn Halt marked in 
Wignall, he had assumed this was confirmation of 
its existence. Wignall was also the source of his 
demolition date which, as we have seen, was actually 
the closure date of the Staffordshire Penn Halt. The 
structure had been described to him by his father and 
others as consisting of planks on trestles, but Gantzel 
added the rider that his father would 'only have 
passed by train and it is possible that the trestles and 
planks had some connection with the [Tylers Green] 
signal box and was not a halt or station'.20  

I have found no evidence to suggest that the Rose 
family built, or even asked for, a private station. Sir 
Philip Rose (1816-83) was a solicitor specialising 
in railways. His clients included the Wycombe 
Railway, whose line provided his estate at Rayners 
with a station at Loudwater considerably closer than 
that at Slough, which he had used previously. After 
the line opened he built a new private road from 
Rayners to the Oxford road at Loudwater, giving him 
much improved access to the station.' When the 
GW&GCR line was built, it crossed this road by a 
viaduct which was faced with red brick rather than 
the blue used for similar structures elsewhere on the 
line. There is a story that Sir Philip's son, the second 
Sir Philip Rose (1843-1919), required this to be done 
and that this led to the viaduct being named after 
him.22  It is possible that the idea of a private halt is 
related to this, or developed from it. 

Another twist to this cautionary tale occurred in 
2003 when an estate agent's advertisement for a new 
development at Loudwater was published in a local 
newspaper.' The map that accompanied it marked 
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KINGFISHER 
COURT 

LOUDWATER 

the railway line and included the former British Rail 
`double-arrow' logo with the label Toudwater' 
against it, the cartography implying that this indicated 
a railway station at this point: 

Such a station certainly did not exist in 2003 and i 
is not clear why it should have been shown. The 
location of the logo is to the east of the site of Tylers 
Green signal box and closely aligned with Station 
Road, that once led to the former GWR Loudwater 
station on the other side of the valley which closed 
in 1970. The development company have been 
unable to suggest where the base map had originated 
since the artwork was sub-contracted.' Without any 
supporting evidence it would be fanciful to contend 
that the supplier had used a base map marking a 

Notes and references 
The material for this article has been accumulated over 
many years and during this period many people have given 
generously of their time in answering questions. In 
addition to those specifically acknowledged in the notes, 
I am grateful for help and advice given by fellow-members 
of the Railway & Canal Historical Society and the Marlow 
& District Railway Society; staff at High Wycombe Study 
Centre, Chesham Study Centre, the Centre for Buck-
inghamshire Studies (CBS in footnotes), the National 
Archives (NA), Royal Geographical Society, the Modern 
Records Centre at the University of Warwick, and the 
British, Bodleian, Cambridge University and London 
University Libraries. Map segments are reproduced 
courtesy of Ian Allan Publications (Wignall) and Steam 
Days Magazine (Harris). 

station proposed 75 years earlier. A more likely 
explanation is that a cartographer with no knowledge 
of railways interpreted as a station the 'double-arrow' 
symbol next to the railway line on the source map, 
noticed a 'Station Road' leading to it, and jumped to 
a wrong conclusion." 

So just why has a short stretch of railway line in 
Buckinghamshire been such an attraction for 
phantom railway stations?' The case of North 
Loudwater has shown that at least one of them has 
some substance behind it, and it is possible that this 
proposed station found its way onto a contemporary 
map. However, I still lack the definitive evidence 
for this and would welcome knowledge of any such 
map. Although it is remotely possible that this 
proposed station might have influenced the other two 
phantoms, I contend that 'Penn Halt' and toudwater' 
(main line) appear to be fallacies based on errors. 
The Loudwater station of 2003 is probably a one-off 
chance error, and its publication in a property 
advertisement means that it is unlikely to be repro-
duced elsewhere and find its way into the literature. 
The implications of the Wignall error are, however, 
long term. Once 'Penn Halt' had been mapped it 
was copied by later authors in good faith, and such 
chains of errors can easily become accepted 'facts' 
just because they have appeared in print. This is 
particularly the case when the atlas comes from a 
specialist railway publisher with a good reputation 
and was widely purchased as a reference volume. It 
remains on the shelves of many public libraries, ready 
to trap the unwary. Most worryingly, Penn Halt is 
just one of many errors —how many more have been, 
and will continue to be, incorporated into books, 
articles and school projects by unsuspecting users? 

Among numerous publications consulted the following 
were particularly useful: Colonel M H Cobb, The Railways 
of Great Britain: a Historical Atlas, 2003; R A Cooke, 
Atlas of the Great Western Railway 1947, revised edition, 
1987; M E Quick, Railway Passenger Stations in England, 
Scotland and Wales, A Chronology, third edition 2005; 
Godfrey Croughton, R W Kidner & Alan Young, Private 
and Untimetabled Railway Stations, 1982. 

1. Peter Kay, —This I know — Because the Bible Tells 
Me So"', RCHS Journal, November 1993, 174-5. 

2. C J Wignall, Complete British Railways Maps and 
Gazetteer 1830-1981, 1983. I sent several pages of 
corrections to the publisher, none of which appeared 
to have been acted upon when a little-changed second 
edition appeared two years later under the revised 
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title Complete British Railways Maps and Gazetteer 
1825-1985. 'Penn Halt' is shown on Map 15 - the 
extract is reproduced from the second edition. 

3. Stanley C Jenkins, The Great Western & Great Central 
Joint Railway, second revised edition, 2006. 

4. Cooke, map 34; Jenkins, 169. 
5 	The station running-in boards also carried the wording 

Beaconsfield for Penn'. See photograph in Railway 
& Travel Monthly, Vol 5, 1912, 297. 

6. Paul Lacey, A History of the Penn Bus Company 
1920-1935,1990. 

7. Steam Railway, September 1991, 58. 
8. Personal communication from Peter Cowan, 9 Octo-

ber 1991. In a communication of 28 April 2007 he 
referred to the map as being a cyclists' touring map. 

9. W J Scott 'Outer Suburban Services No VII, Great 
Western Railway' Railway & Travel Monthly, Vol 5, 
1912, 413. 

10. I am grateful to Richard Dean for this information. 
11. I am particularly grateful to David McNeill, Map 

Librarian at the Royal Geographical Society, for 
searching their map collection on my behalf. 

12. Michael Harris, 'The Great Western & Great Central 
Joint Railway', Steam Days, January 1998, 20-34. 
The map showing 'Penn Halt' is on page 21. 

13. Personal communication from Peter Cowan, 11 May 
2007, quoting a letter of 18 August 2000 from Michael 
Harris to Len Bunning. 

14. The Chiltern Railway Society, GW&GC Joint 
Railway: 50 Years of the 'Joint Line' 1906-1956, 
[1956], 5-6. The name A S Jackson appears at the 
end of the text, so he was presumably the author. 

15. Joint Committee Minutes 1906-46, minute 1202: NA, 
RAIL 239/4 

16. Minutes 1221 & 1225: NA, RAIL 239/4, Unfortu- 

nately the legal document does not appear to have 
survived, although similar contemporary agreements 
exist between a landowner and the GW&GCR con-
cerning the station at Harefield which opened in 1928 
(RAIL 239/149). 

17. CBS, SC267/24, Lot 30 
18. Notes by Len Bunning (forwarded to me with a 

personal communication from Peter Cowan, 27 June 
2007) relate his clear memory that the cyclists' map 
marked a station on the east side of Derehams Lane. 

19. D H Gantzel, Hazlemere, High Wycombe, 1988, p63. 
20. Personal communication from David Gantzel, 30 

November 2000. 

21. Miles Green & Evelyn Clark, The Rose Family: 
Rayners and Tyler's End Green, 1982, 7 & 19 

22. This story is mentioned by neither Green & Clark 
nor Jenkins but does appear elsewhere, for example 
in John M C Healy, Chiltern Line Rail Tour, Chesham, 
1992, 21. 

23. The Star, 13 November 2003 
24. I am grateful to the Technical Department at Per-

simmon, Maidenhead, for this information (telephone 
conversations of 27/28 February 2007). 

25. This is not a far-fetched idea since property advertis-
ing can include some unlikely railway information 
which has clearly not been checked. For example, 
an advertisement in the property pages of The Daily 
Telegraph for 20 March 2004 described the nearest 
station to Garras, Cornwall, as 'Helston, one hour 
from Truro'. Helston station was closed to passengers 
in 1962. 

26. The later stages of research for this article also 
produced a story of a proposed station at Gomm Road, 
on the east side of High Wycombe. This was related 
to Brian Leslie by a railwayman - Arthur Rose, 
District Inspector at High Wycombe from 1952 until 
his retirement in 1971. I have yet to substantiate this. 

r 
The cries at railway stations 

'A correspondent writes "I observe your article regarding calling out the names of stations on railways, 
and beg to recommend a practice followed by the Edinburgh and Glasgow Company's officials on the 
point. At almost every station the station-master has a starling or parrot, so trained that, whenever a 
train draws up at the platform, it commences calling out the name of the station most distinctly, and 
continues to scream it out until until the train starts. This is found an economical mode of informing the 
passengers where they are; and as this is the season for securing young starlings (which only can be 
taught), I would recommend you to make the matter public through the columns of your paper."' 

[Newport Advertiser & North Shropshire Herald, 25 May 1861, quoting The Builder] 

L 	 J 
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Beeching was too late 
Peter Butterfield 

Hardly a month passes without a scathing attack on 
Dr Beeching in one of the many railway periodicals. 
But the Public Record Office at Kew contains plenty 
of fascinating evidence (for those who like figures) 
that suggests he came thirty years too late, and in 
that time vast sums of money were wasted in 
operating services which few people used. 

Every year the Great Western Railway printed a 
volume of statistics for the use of officials.' It 
contained the last year's 'Station Returns' .with those 
of 1903, 1913, 1923, and the previous ten years. It 
was possible to see — if not at a glance, very quickly 

the development of passenger revenue year by 
year. The North Eastern Railway had also kept an 
enormous ledger into which some clerk entered the 
station returns every year by hand; the LNER 
continued it up to 1934.2  The Public Record Office 
also contains the LNER returns for other areas, if in 
not quite so convenient a form. I have not found the 
station returns for the LMS and the SR, but they 
probably still exist somewhere, and I had more than 
enough. 

What is immediately clear from studying these 
documents is the catastrophic decline in passenger 
revenue at minor stations in the 1920s, which 
continued (generally at a slower rate) into the 1930s. 
The size of the decline depended on local circum-
stances, but in the extreme case (the short branch 
from Middlesborough to Eston, closed in 1929) 
reaches 94%. 80% was common, and most rural 
branches (and wayside stations on mainlines) lost 
over 50%. The cause, of course, was the rapid 
development of rural bus services in the inter-war 
years. 

The magnitude of the decline depended on the local 
geography and the local economy. It was greatest if 
stations were inconveniently sited, and trains didn't 
go where people wanted to go. At villages on (or, to 
be strictly accurate, near) the stations on the branch 
between Louth and Bardney in Lincolnshire, most 
local passengers probably wanted to go to Lincoln, 
which involved a circuitous route (and a change at 
Bardney, except on one inconveniently timed train a 
day). Not surprisingly, the passenger revenue of the 
intermediate stations declined by 85% between 1923 
and 1938. Barely profitable in 1923, it must have  

been shovelling money into the fire in 1938. 

The evidence of the station returns relates to the 
local revenue of the stations concerned. But critics 
of Beeching commonly stress the value of branches 
in bringing traffic to the system — 'contributory 
revenue" 	because it is impossible to prove 
conclusively that it was usually insignificant with 
existing evidence. There were two kinds of 
contributory revenue: the revenue the branch 
contributed to the system, and the revenue the system 
contributed to the branch. The first, since it appears 
in the station returns, is easy to identify. Though the 
number of tickets sold at branch stations might be 
small, if the average price paid is high many of the 
tickets would be for long journeys. An example is 
the branch from Richmond and Darlington, on which 
many passengers are obviously making main line 
connections. But this is quite rare. On many branches 
most of the tickets sold were cheap day tickets to the 
nearest town. And they were cheap, designed to 
undercut bus fares; bus fares were fixed by the 
licensing authority but the only limitation on railway 
fares was a maximum limit. 

What of the contribution of the system to the 
branch? A ticket from, say, London to Richmond 
added to the revenue of King's Cross, but the only 
evidence on the branch is in the number of tickets 
collected. In a few cases, such as holiday resorts, 
the number of tickets collected vastly outnumbered 
the tickets sold. More often the number of tickets 
collected was little more than the number sold; most 
were the return halves of the cheap day returns. There 
is little evidence of significant contributory passenger 
revenue on most rural branches; though the situation 
was different for goods: almost every station received 
a few coal trucks — and in many cases the single 
daily pick-up goods eamed more direct revenue than 
all the passenger trains. 

It is possible to estimate the average number of 
passengers on each train on a self-contained branch 
using the station returns. But it is a tedious business, 
and the GWR provides a short cut with its twice 
yearly censuses, aiming (if not always succeeding) 
to count the passengers on every train at specified 
points in their journeys over two weeks in the year.' 
A striking feature is the number of branches on which 
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the average load of all trains is less than ten — or 
even five — passengers. The extreme case was the 
short branches from Titley to Presteign and Eardisley 
on the Welsh borders, with two — many services 
being completely empty.' Many trains on other routes 
— especially late in the day — carried none. On the 
Brixham branch in Devon the last four trains from 
Brixham carried one passenger between them on the 
Friday of the census week in November 1922 	 
though on this line the overall average was an almost 
respectable thirteen. There was of course a tendency 
for most passengers to use one or two well loaded 
trains at commuter times, though many rural branches 
did not have detectable commuter traffic. 

I reckon as a conservative estimate that a wayside 
station needed to earn at least £500 a year in coaching 
revenue' to be worth keeping open; hundreds earned 
less, often much less. (To harp on an extreme case, 
the total coaching revenue of the seven stations 
between Louth and Bardney in 1938 was only £784 
— Wragby managed £8). In addition a train needed 
12-14 passengers at full single fares, or at least 20 
at day or monthly return fares, to cover the estimated 
cost of operating a stopping train, disregarding the 
cost of stations, signalling and track. 

There was no legal obstacle to closing loss making 
services. Why wasn't it done more often? Did senior 
management ever study the documents I refer to? —
if they had, a crisis should have been obvious. 
Managers were perhaps overwhelmed with statistical 
information, and were reluctant to write off capital. 
My impression is that the railways were under-
managed; branches were unimportant and left to 

Notes and references 

1. PRO, RAIL 266/46 
2. PRO, RAIL 398/293 
3. Today's Railways, UK, March 2007, 14: an estimate 

of probable savings from closure 'ignores contribu-
tory revenue'. 

4. PRO, RAIL 261/1-31 
5. A GWR committee had suggested that economies 

could be made by operating branches with only one 
shift, but the obstacle was the need to accommodate 
commuters. These were the only branches on which  

operate as they always had; in many cases the 
timetables hardly changed in the inter-war years. 
There were some closures, of the most extreme cases; 
and in that period (according to estimates made 
subsequently) most contributory revenue was 
retained; passengers continuing to use rail for the 
trunk portion of their journey. 

Main-line services were doing well. Express 
services carried 100-300 passengers, often far more 
in holiday periods, but cost little more to run (in direct 
operating costs).' The Silver Jubilee, with over 90% 
load factor and a supplementary charge, was coining 
money. Most stations within 50 miles of London 
were doing well. Freight traffic was still not seriously 
affected by road competition and seems still to have 
been profitable, though much was operated very 
inefficiently. (Pick-up goods trains averaged about 
5mph and even trunk haul loose-coupled trains only 
about 15mph.) The main reason for the railways' 
precarious financial situation and inability to finance 
urgently needed investment, even after recovery from 
the depression, was the losses on branch lines and 
wayside stations. I believe a 1930s Beeching style 
closure programme would have transformed the 
railways' finances. 

It may have been providential that there wasn't 
such a programme. Many branches, especially in 
Eastern England, had a new lease of life in the war. 
But as soon as war was over the decline set in again. 
I remember in the 1940s being the only passenger in 
an evening train on the Worth Valley line — when it 
was a real railway — my passage ensured by three 
train crew, three signalmen, and four station staff. 

it was implemented (why weren't they closed?). PRO, 
RAIL 267/325. 

6. Including revenue from parcels sent by passenger train 
and, oddly, milk and horses — which in rare cases 
was very high. 

7. In 1933 the Main Pooling Committee agreed to an 
allowance of I s.6d per mile for express passenger 
and 1 s.9d per mile for ordinary passenger services, 
reflecting the fact that express services, though 
heavier, wasted less energy in stops and used rolling 
stock more productively. PRO, RAIL 390/194. 
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Extract from OS %in scale 
engraved sheet 16, Second 
Edition c1910, rescaled to 

about 1:251,000 

Rail to Road Conversion in the 1930s 
Rodger Green 

I thought that the converting of railway lines into 
roads was a fairly recent craze. This was until 
researching for a Mid-Suffolk Light Railway article 
for the Great Eastern Railway Society, which was 
published in the July and October 2006 GERS 
Journals, I found a document (RAIL 393/166) in the 
National Archives at Kew which gave details of a 
plan to convert a working railway into a toll road. 
What I find remarkable is that the line chosen, the 
Mid-Suffolk Light Railway (MSLR), was an 
unfinished railway running 191/4  miles from Haughley 
(GER) to Laxfield or 'from nowhere to nowhere' as 
frequently described. 

There are no dates on the document but is assumed 
to be between 1931 and 1933. Note that this is a 
copy in full of the actual document plus my notes. 

Questions 

Was this the first proposal to convert a railway to a 
road? If not, what other railway companies 
investigated the conversion from railway to road? 
Researching further I found a similar road conversion 
proposal for the Wivenhoe—Brightlingsea line signed 
by the same five LNER men that signed the MSLR  

proposal. Were there others? 
It is obvious reading about the history of the MSLR 

that even thinking about spending money on the 
project was ridiculous with the small number of 
passengers and amount of freight (three mixed trains 
a day each way) carried. Why did the LNER bother? 
Was it to give work to people affected by the depres-
sion? What did they think would happen to 
passengers and goods while the conversion was 
taking place? 

Despite spending many hours searching through 
the available LNER Minutes at the National Archives 
I could not find any reference to the decision to carry 
out the projects nor the decision not to proceed with 
the conversion. Has anybody come across the 
reasons for the initial investigation? And the reason 
why it never happened? 

Many East Anglian passenger services were 
withdrawn in the 1930s but the MSLR retained an 
individuality being far from main centres of 
population and operating as a self-contained unit. 
But falling revenue after WW2 meant the line could 
not survive much longer. It closed completely on 26 
July 1952. 

       
  

         
         

       
        

        
         
         

          
          

      
       

         
  

          
           

          

 
           

       
       
        

      
          

 

    

          
        

        
        

          
          

        
       

  

      
        

           
          
       

        
    

      
         

       
       

         
         
  

    
    

    
  



LONDON & NORTH EASTERN RAILWAY  

REPORT ON THE PROBLEMS AND COSTS OF CONVERTING INTO A MOTOR ROAD THE 
HAUGHLEY — LAXFIELD BRANCH RAILWAY (GE SECTION).  

SUMMARY OF REPORT  

HAUGHLEY — LAXFIELD (MID-SUFFOLK LIGHT RAILWAY) 

(SECTION 1) HISTORY OF THE PROMOTION OF THE LINE AND MILEAGE ETC.  

The order authorising the construction by the Mid-Suffolk Light Railway Company of a light railway from 
Haughley to Halesworth with a branch from Kenton to Westerfield near Ipswich was confirmed by the 
Board of Trade on 5th April 1900.' 

The single line between Haughley and Laxfield was constructed and opened for goods traffic in 1904, and 
the extension forward to Cratfield in 1906, the working of passenger trains as far as Laxfield following two 
years later, viz: 1908. The goods service was continued over the section between Laxfield and Cratfield 
until 1912 when it was suspended. The land from a point a short distance beyond Laxfield has been sold.2  

The construction of the branch from Kenton to Westerfield was commenced and certain work completed as 
far as Debenham, but the branch was never used for either goods or passenger traffic. The land between 
Kenton and Debenham has been disposed of" 

The remainder of the railway between Cratfield and Halesworth and Debenham to Westerfield was not 
constructed. The powers for construction of the line from Cratfield to Halesworth were revived in 1909, but 
allowed to lapse in 1911.4  

In July 1924 the Mid-Suffolk Company was absorbed by the LNE Company.' 

The section of line between Haughley and Laxfield which is open for passenger and goods traffic commences 
with a junction with the Ipswich—Norwich main line on the eastern side of the station at Haughley and 
terminates at Gorham's siding 21 chains beyond the level crossing on the north-west side of Laxfield Station.6  

There are ten station, viz: Haughley, Mendlesham, Brockford, Aspall & Thomdon, Kenton, Worlingworth, 
Horham, Stradbroke, Wilby and Laxfield, at all of which passenger and freight traffic is dealt with. At an 
intermediate point, known as Gipping siding (at 2m 45ch) accommodation is provided for goods traffic.' 

In connection with the extension from Laxfield the Mid-Suffolk Company acquired certain land from the 
Gorham family under a conveyance dated January 21st 1904. This provides that within one year the Railway 
Company were to construct and forever after maintain on a specified site a sufficient siding of at least 100 
yards in length with the necessary and suitable landing stages and approaches thereto for the reception and 
delivery of traffic. The siding was duly laid in but not on the site indicated, due, it is understood, to engineering 
considerations, but in its present position access is obtainable only over Mr. Gorham's private roadway. The 
siding is only used to a small extent! 

Length of line. 

Running track M Ch 
(a) First track 19 35 
(b) Second track 0 13 

Sidings 2 37 

Total single track 22 05 
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(SECTION 2) LIST OF VILLAGES SERVED BY THE LNER AND POPULATION 

STATION VILLAGE POPULATION DISTANCE FROM STATION 
MILES 

Mendlesham Mendlesham 934 
Mendlesham Green — 1/2  
Thwaite 105 2 

Brockford Wetheringsett 812 1/2  

Aspall Aspall 129 3/4  
Debenham 1085 21/4  
Helmingham 303 61/2  
Pottaugh 171 5 
Rishangles 135 I 'A 
Thomdon 553 31/4  
Winston 200 31/2  

Kenton Ashfield 202 31/2  
Bedingfield 220 PA 
Earls Soham 543 4 
Kenton 227 

Worlingworth Bedfield 267 2 
Monk Soham 233 3 
Redlingfield 147 2 
Southold 101 1/2  
Tannington 158 21/2  

Worlingworth 504 1 1/2  

Horham Athelington 54 1/2  
Denham 178 3 
Horham 292 

Stradbroke Stradbroke 927 1/2  
Wingfield 456 3 

Wilby Fressingfield 986 31/4  
Wilby 332 I 

Laxfield Badingham 507 3 
Cratfield 424 3 
Hevingham 208 31/2  
Laxfield 787 
Linstead Magna 67 4 
Ubbeston 125 3 

TOTAL 	12372 

(SECTION 3) DESCRIPTION OF THE ECONOMIC CHARACTER OF THE AREA, i.e. WITH 
REFERENCE TO INDUSTRIAL, AGRICULTURAL OR OTHER LOCAL OCCUPATIONS.  

The district through which the branch line runs is very sparsely populated, the villages being of a straggling 
nature, and generally speaking situated some distance from the railway stations. 

Practically the whole area is under cultivation, the main crop being sugar beet, but at the present time the 
local farmers are suffering from the effects of the depression in the agricultural industry, which is reflected 
in the volume of traffic conveyed by rail. Apart from agriculture there is no industry in the district.' 
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(SECTION 4) NATURE OF TRAFFIC CARRIED BY THE LINE WITH STATISTICS.  

The passenger traffic is very light, the bookings being principally between stations on the branch and with 
Stowmarket, Ipswich and London.' 
The total revenue from passenger train traffic dealt with on the branch for the year 1930, was as under:- 

Passenger Train Traffic 	 Total receipts (i/c other 	 Branch 

	

Companies proportions 	 Proportion  

Ordy, Excn, Tourist, Workmen, etc 	 £831 	 £414 

Season Tickets 	 £159 	 £123 

Parcels and Miscellaneous 	 £2002 	 £437 

Parcel Post 	 £238 	 £60 

	

TOTAL £3230 	 £1034  

The outwards freight traffic conveyed over the branch consists mainly of agricultural produce, sugar beet 
and grain forming the greater proportion, while the inwards traffic comprises coal, road making materials, 
feeding stuff for livestock and general shop goods. A certain amount of livestock also passes on to and off 
the branch. The beet passes during the period October to December inclusive, a little over 50% flowing to 
the sugar beet factory at Ipswich, and the majority of the remainder to the factory at Bury St Edmunds. The 
principle originating points of the inwards traffic are the Midland Collieries for coal; Ipswich Dock, Felixstowe 
Dock, Wymondham & Holwell Siding (Leicestershire) for road making materials, various stations for feeding 
stuff, and Ipswich and London for general shop goods. 
The traffic figures shown below are for 1930, but since then there has been a decline in tonnage receipts, 
partly due to the depressed state of agriculture and partly to a reduction in the amount of road materials 
passing owing to economy schemes. Road competition also has probably had some effect:- 

Freight Train Traffic Tons Total receipts (i/c other Branch 
Companies proportions Proportion 

Merchandise 14336 £11673 £2967 

Coal Class 9383 £5649 £550 

Other Minerals 36259 £10493 £3946 
59978 

Wagons 

Livestock 577 £2308 £306 

TOTAL £30123 £7769 

Miscellaneous Receipts £344 £344 

(SECTION 5) NATURE AND EFFECT OF ROAD COMPETITION.  

Passenger Traffic. 
The Eastern Counties Omnibus Company's services in this district operate between Laxfield, Stradbroke 
and Ipswich daily; Wilby and Ipswich on Tuesdays and Saturdays only; Aspall and Ipswich Mondays to 
Fridays, and between Mendlesham, Brockford and Ipswich daily. In addition there are a number of private 
operators but these only run occasional buses on market days. 
The passenger traffic receipts have been declining during the last few years, due in some measure to the 
omnibus services and also to the depression in the Agricultural industry which has restricted the amount of 
travel. 

Freight Traffic  
There are no regular road services in operation, but local road carriers convey a considerable amount of 
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traffic, particularly livestock, to and from local markets. Road carriers are also very active during the sugar 
beet season, and large quantities of this traffic pass by road from the farms to the factories at Ipswich and 
Bury St Edmunds. 

(SECTION 6) CHARACTERISTICS OF LINE PERMANENT WAY, CURVES & GRADIENTS AND  
DETAILS OF CONVERSION SCHEME.  

The Mid-Suffolk Light Railway was constructed as a single line railway and has been laid practically on the 
surface. It has been constructed in the cheapest manner possible, that is to say, the soil has been removed 
and built up at the side of the formation, the track being laid on a thin coat of ash and gravel ballast. The line, 
with the exception of very short lengths, is in shallow cutting. The width between the fences varies from 20 
to 25 feet for the major proportion of its length. Gradients and curves have been sacrificed to cheapness. 
Fortunately, the steepest gradient is approximately 1 in 45, which is reasonably good as a road gradient. The 
sharpest curves are about 20 chains radius, which also is reasonably good for a road lay-out, especially as 
there is no obstruction to sight by hedges, trees or walls. 

Being a surface line, all public roads, with the exception of one, cross on the level, so that connection with 
these roads would be of the simplest nature. There are 28 public road level crossings on the branch, 17 are 
protected by gates the normal position of which is across the railway, 11 crossings are protected by cattle 
guards. The one exception is the main Ipswich—Norwich road, which is carried over the line on a girder 
bridge of 15 feet span and 22 feet between parapets. It would be more correct to say the line had been 
constructed under the main road as the railway here is laid in deep cutting, while the road is on the natural 
surface of the ground. 

The line is fenced on each side for the greater part of its length. The fencing material consists of light iron 
standards and 7 wires. 

There is no provision for drainage other than a low cess on each side of the track, the water percolating 
through the sub-soil. 

The average actual width of the formation is about 12 feet both on the embankments, which are few, and in 
the cuttings which, generally, are very shallow. 

The permanent way consists for the most part of flat-bottom rails of an original weight of 561bs per yard, the 
material is too light for ordinary modem engines, and special light engines only, with a maximum axle 
weight of 12 tons, are allowed on the branch. In recent years, about two miles of the track have been relayed 
with serviceable material of the ordinary bull-head type of rail, with chairs, but it is only a question of time 
when the remainder of the light flat-bottom track will have to be removed and replaced by our ordinary 
track, probably within the next ten years, if this branch is to be maintained as a railway. This point will be 
dealt with in the consideration of the estimate for conversion to a motor-roadway. 

The stations, of which there are ten, consist of short platforms, with brick walls . The station buildings are of 
the simplest kind, generally a small open waiting shed with one or two small offices attached, and small 
lock-up accommodation on the platforms for goods and parcels traffic. There are no goods sheds on the 
branch but there is an engine shed at Laxfield. 

The principle alterations which will be necessary if the railway is converted to a motor road are as follows:- 

Starting at Haughley Station, which is the commencement of the branch, a public road passes over the main 
Ipswich—Norwich Railway by a level crossing immediately to the west of the station, and the entrance to the 
station platform of the Mid-Suffolk Light Railway lies immediately behind the Up Platform of the Main 
Line Station. It will be necessary to have a siding or sidings in this yard capable of accommodating about 40 
wagons to deal with traffic for transhipment between rail and road. Such lay-out could easily be arranged. 
The ground is suitable, and some of the best of the chaired track from the branch could be used for the 
purpose of replacing the existing flat-bottom track, which is too light to carry ordinary main line shunting 
engines. A roadway would have to be constructed to afford access from the public road. This depot would 
form the rail-head and transhipment point for the new road. It is understood that no garage accommodation 
would be required. The motor road would start from this depot. 
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The existing formation of the railway will only permit of the construction of a roadway about 12 feet wide 
without entailing excavation in the cuttings and widening the existing embankments; the total length of 
roadway on embankments is a very small proportion of the total length. 
There are only two bridges which would have to be dealt with, the first, which is a brick arched structure, 18 
chains from Haughley Station, carries the Light railway over an occupation road, and no connection would 
be made with this road. The bridge generally is in poor condition; the width between the parapets at rail 
level is 13 feet; the parapets themselves are only 18" above rail level, so that to give a road width of 18 feet 
this bridge would have to be widened and parapets constructed about 4'6" above the road surface. The 
width would permit two motor vehicles to pass abreast. 
The width of the public roads crossing the railway throughout its length, and which are mainly unclassified, 
vary from 10 to 18 feet. The former width is much too narrow to allow two vehicles to pass abreast and, 
further, the roads are not constructed to carry heavy vehicles. In any case, it is unlikely that heavy vehicles 
ever use these roads. As the country is flat it is generally possible for two vehicles to pass each other, should 
occasion arise, by drawing on to the grass at the side of the road. This condition would not obtain on the new 
roadway as for the greater part of its length the roadway would be in shallow cutting which would restrict the 
movement of vehicles to the side. 
The minimum width laid down by the Ministry of Transport for roads for two-way traffic is 20 feet and it is 
a matter for consideration whether any reduction in width would be allowed if the proposed new road were 
to be opened to the passage of public or private vehicles, paying toll. It is, of course, possible to construct 
a roadway the width of which would not exceed the width of the existing road bed as is required in the letter 
from the Chief General Manager, but as this width is only 12 feet at the maximum, such a roadway would be 
quite inadequate, seeing that the vehicles using it would be very heavy goods-carrying motor trucks of width 
of 7'6" empty, and more when loaded, and passenger vehicles of a width of 7'8", and it would be unsafe for 
such heavy vehicles to draw off the solid road bed. A minimum width of about 18 feet, therefore, is required 
for safety, and the estimates are made on this assumption. 
To obtain this width of road surface considerable excavation will be necessary, but the excavated material 
will be used to bring up the formation level at various lengths of the road, so far as available. By this method 
considerable expense will be saved and the purchase of more land avoided. There are few embankments on 
which the excavated material could be spoiled. 

With regard to the only overhead bridge on the branch, carrying the main Ipswich—Norwich road, at 5m 
41ch, indicated on map"; this is an iron girder bridge of 15ft span at rail level and is 22ft wide at road level. 
The road surface is 17 feet above rail level, and if the new road is to have connection with this road and cross 
it on the level, it will be necessary partially to fill in the cutting in which the branch lies on either side of this 
bridge. This could be accomplished and would be an advantage, indeed almost a necessity, as it would 
eliminate what otherwise be a hollow in the roadway, which, after heavy rain, would become flooded and 
quickly become impassable, as no natural percolation takes place with a tar macadam surface. There is no 
means of natural drainage and any water which did gather under the bridge would have to be pumped out. 

At Kenton Station'', 10m 3ch, there are two platforms; the actual width between these is 20' 4", which 
provides the necessary width for the construction of the road. 

The terminal station on the branch is Laxfield, at which there is ample space in the yard for a congregation 
of vehicles and for the erection of garage accommodation, if required; the roadway would, of course, have 
to be provided. A public road crosses at the country end of the station and connection with this is simple. 
There is no material to be had in the neighbourhood for road making purposes and all would have to be 
brought considerable distances, which adds to the cost of the construction very materially. 
It is not clear that the Railway Company have the right to make junctions with the public roads at the various 
crossings, but it is considered that the Company would require to take parliamentary powers to make 
agreements with the road authorities. 
IT IS ESTIMATED THAT THE CONVERSION OF THIS BRANCH RAILWAY TO A MOTOR ROAD 
WOULD TAKE ABOUT TWELVE MONTHS, DURING WHICH PERIOD TRAFFIC WOULD HAVE 
TO BE ENTIRELY SUSPENDED. 
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(SECTION 7) (a) ESTIMATED COST OF CONVERSION OF BRANCH LINE TO MOTOR 
ROADWAY.  

s d 

Lifting, loading, running to depot, unloading and stacking of permanent way 
material on the branch. 

3,972 0 0 

Lifting out existing track and relaying with chaired track for Sidings at Railhead Depot 500 0 0 
Making access to yard from public road and bottoming and metalling yard surface 500 0 0 
Construction of road 18ft wide over full length of Branch. Including excavation 
and banking 

200,000 0 0 

Widening bridge at Om 18ch 500 0 0 
Making approaches from each side of bridge at 5m 41ch to Cross Ipswich—Norwich 
Main Road on level. 1 000 0 0 

207,112 0 0 
Contingences 10% 20,711 0 0 

227,823 0 0 
Credit value of permanent way materials recovered 7,994 10 	3 

219,828 9 9 

(SECTION 7) (b) MAINTENANCE AND RENEWAL COST OF EXISTING RAILWAY:  
ALSO MAINTENANCE AND RENEWAL COST OF MOTOR ROAD  

Cost of maintenance and renewal of way and works of the Branch Railway, per annum £3,689 Os Od 
Cost of maintenance and renewal of roadway @£400 per mile, per annum. 	 £7,600 Os Od 

(SECTION 7) (c) TRAFFIC WORKING: COMPARISON OF COST OF RAIL WITH MOTOR ROAD  

RAIL OPERATING COSTS. 	£6,866 
The above figure is taken from the Accountant's statement for the year 1930. 

ROAD OPERATING COSTS 

Passenger Traffic 

Under the agreement between the Railway Companies and their associated Omnibus Companies, the operation 
of an omnibus service in this territory would have to be undertaken by the Eastern Counties Omnibus 
Company on terms to be agreed, which would take the form of a guaranteed payment of not less than their 
operating costs, which may be taken at approximately 9.5d per mile. 
The number of passengers conveyed in the existing passenger vehicles on the mixed trains running over the 
Branch Line is very small, the Branch line proportion of the receipts for 1930 being only £537, and it is not 
considered likely that any deviation by a road service from the proposed motor road would result in any 
appreciable additional number of passengers being obtained, as the Branch line runs at right angles to the 
natural flow of traffic as evidenced by the existing Omnibus services. 
Should such an omnibus service be provided it might be possible for it to undertake the conveyance of a 
proportion of say 50% of the Parcels and Miscellaneous traffic, representing additional receipts of, 
approximately £250 per year. The mileage covered by the passenger train facilities at the present time is 
35,568 miles, the hours of operation being from 7.25am to 6.40pm (7.10pm on Saturdays). 

If the existing passengers are to be catered for it would be necessary to run three services in each direction 
to afford connections with trains at Haughley Station, and the road mileage to be operated, including a 
deviation to serve Stradbroke village, the only place at which it is considered a deviation would be justified, 
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(subject to the requisite licence being granted) would involve a mileage of 37,440 miles per year. The cost 
of such a service at the rate of 9.5d per mile would be £1,482, so that the amount over and above the receipts 
to be paid to the Omnibus Company would be approximately £700 per year. 

Freight Traffic 

In estimating the road operating costs for freight traffic, it is assumed that the railhead will be Haughley and 
that the existing rail traffic to and from the Branch will be transhipped at Haughley to and from road motors 
operated by the Railway Company: it being felt that if the whole of the traffic were not carted by the Company 
and a proportion of the cartage were left to local road carriers, there is a danger of traffic being diverted to 
throughout road transport. It is also assumed that the motor services provided will operate direct to and 
from farms and traders' premises, running off and on to the new road at convenient points. At the present 
time cartage facilities are available at Stradbroke only, where a cartage agent is employed; at the other 
stations farmers and the public generally perform their own cartage or employ local carriers. It is considered 
that if the branch was converted into a road, it would not be a reasonable proposition to operate the Company's 
motor services between the rail head and the present stations, leaving the public to cart to and from the 
station as now, and apart from the fact that this would mean the retention of station staff, the motor operating 
costs would not in actual working be reduced to any appreciable extent if this practice were adopted. 

On the assumption outlined above the estimated annual cost of the road service is £11,000. 

Summary of Estimated Road Ooeratin¢ Costs. 

Passenger Traffic 	 £1,482 

Freight Traffic 	 £11,000 

Engine power at Haughley 
Additional shunting including guards' time 	 £397 

Additional staff at Haughley 	 £754  

TOTAL £13,633  

It is assumed that all the road junctions are to be left open and that protection against trespass would be by 
the exhibition of notice boards and an occasional check by patrol. 

(SECTION 7) (d) ESTIMATE OF THE MEANS AND COST OF COLLECTING TOLL, AND OF  
OTHER REVENUE  

If it were decided to open the road to other users on payment of a toll, the means of collecting the toll would 
be by providing toll collectors at each of the points where the new road would make connection with public 
roads. There are 28 places where the new road would be crossed, and where toll collectors would be 
necessary, and in addition a man would be required at Haughley. This arrangement would involve the 
engagement of 29 toll collectors at the estimated cost set out below:- 

9 of the 29 men would be looked upon as resident men 	 £900 

20 toll collectors at other points (double shifted) 	 £4 000 

TOTAL....£4,900  

With regard to the anticipated revenue from the toll; it is considered that this would be practically negligible 
owing to the fact that the new road would not provide a more direct route for throughout traffic than is at 
present available for such by existing main roads, and residents would doubtless continue to make use of the 
existing local roads, in spite of the fact that some are of secondary nature, in order to avoid payment of the 
toll. 

Connections between the new road and the existing public roads would be necessary to enable this Company's 
road vehicles to gain direct access to the consuming points. 
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(SECTION 7) (e) ESTIMATED TRAFFIC RESULTS.  

On the passenger side, in view of the very thinly populated area served by the Branch and of the more direct 
route available to Ipswich and other centres from certain points, it is not anticipated that the provision of an 
omnibus service via the proposed road would result in any appreciable increased traffic, and the probability 
is that it would merely cater for the traffic now conveyed by rail. 

With reference to fright traffic; it is considered that the introduction of door-to-door collection and delivery 
would almost certainly attract additional traffic, but a careful analysis would have to be made of the traffic 
now passing by road before even an approximate estimate could be arrived at, and in the time available it has 
not been possible to do this. Any considerable increase in traffic would naturally augment the motor costs. 

It would be a point for consideration whether in view of the door-to-door facility offered to the public we 
should increase the present basis of charges, either by applying the rates applicable to the nearest station and 
adding a cartage charge, or by taking the present Haughley S to S rates and superimposing cartage charges 
based on the distance from Haughley. It is considered that if it were decided to make some additional 
charge, the quantum would have a distinct bearing on the amount of additional traffic carried, and it is not at 
all unlikely that the raising of any additional charge at all would have the effect of reducing our present 
carryings in favour of competitive throughout road transport, seeing that the road rates are often on a lower 
basis than the existing rail rates. 

In accordance with the remit, it has been assumed that Haughley as the junction with the main line would be 
the railhead and that all traffic would be transferred from rail to road vehicle and vice versa at that point. 
The junction between the branch and the main line might be the most suitable place for the railhead in the 
case of many other branch lines, but, in actual fact if it were decided to close the Mid-Suffolk Light Railway, 
and work the traffic by motor to and from a railhead, Haughley would definitely not be selected as the 
railhead, and in this event, quite apart from any question of the cost of converting the branch railway into a 
road and increasing the yard accommodation at Haughley, the road would provide an inconvenient and 
circuitous route and would therefore be of limited value. 

The natural railheads for serving the area at present served by the Mid-Suffolk Light Railway would, both 
from a railway operating and a cartage distribution point of view, be Ipswich for merchandise traffic, and 
Eye and possibly also Finningham and Halesworth for coal traffic. Sugar beet would almost certainly be 
conveyed throughout by road to the Ipswich and Bury St Edmunds factories, and throughout road conveyance 
would also be adopted for a large proportion of the roadmaking material, particularly those emanating from 
Ipswich Dock and possibly those from Felixstowe Dock. In short the elimination of Haughley as the railhead 
automatically eliminates the usefulness of the new road, since the existing road system would deal with 
traffic, and would in either case have to be utilised to some extent in order to obtain access to farms and 
traders' premises. 

Although the considerations outlined above do not arise directly out of the remit, it is thought right at this 
stage to point out what method would be likely to be adopted for serving the territory covered by the Branch, 
in the event of the branch being closed to rail traffic, and in any event this would be the method adopted 
during the twelve months occupied in conversion." 

(Signed) 	R. GARDINER 	Assistant Superintendent (Eastern). (Chairman) 

W. J. PEPPER 	Assistant Passenger Manager 

F. C. C. STANLEY 	Assistant to Goods Manager 

R. J. M. INGLIS 	Assistant Engineer (Construction) 

JAMES HILTON 	Divisional General Manager's Office 

803 

      

                    
                   

                
             

                
                 

                    
                 

                   
                  
                  

                  
                    

                   
                  

      

                    
                    
                    
                    

                   
                   

               
         

                 
                 

                
                

               
                

                
                     
  

                   
                    

                     
       

  

   

    

    

  

    

   
    

   

    

 



Notes and references 

Sources: 
• National Archives, RAIL390/386 & RAIL393/166 
• Great Eastern Railway Society Journals 127 (July 

2006) and 128 (October 2006) 

I. Junctions were to be made with the GER at all 
terminuses. There was a proposal for a line from near 
Debenham (Westerfield Branch) to Needham Market 
but this was thrown out by the Commissioners in July 
1899. 

2. Opened for goods from Haughley Junction to Laxfield 
Mill and from Kenton to the outskirts of Debenham 
on 20 September 1904. Opened for passengers from 
Halesworth to Laxfield on 29 September 1908. 

3. The 21/4  mile section south of Kenton terminated some 
150 yards before the proposed station at Debenham 
where some facilities were provided but no regularly 
advertised goods service was run. It seems that traffic 
must have been allowed, as in 1906 a complaint was 
made that the facility for the public to 'load and 
unload' at Debenham had been withdrawn. It is 
usually stated that no part of the Westerfield branch 
was ever opened so this may have been semi official. 
Some earthworks were constructed, including an 
embankment and bridge over the Eye—Debenham 
road, plus cuttings to get the line to Debenham itself. 
The station would probably have been in Low Road, 
the area being fenced off, with a level crossing at the 
station, close to Derry Brook Farm. The land was 
fenced off for a further mile as far as Winston, possibly 
with the formation in place, and may have been fenced 
to Pettaugh, 21/4  miles south of Debenham. 

4. At Cratfield there was a running line with a siding 
and a platform with a standard MSLR shed on it (now 
belongs to the MSLR Society. The railway officially 
terminated near the 211/4  mile post (350 yards beyond 
Cratfield) but the formation continued to be fenced 
off for about a further mile. 

5. In 1923 the LNER did not want to take over the debts 
of a line that did not pay, but once this had been 
settled, they absorbed the M-SLR on 1 July 1924 and 
MSLR's Official Receiver was withdrawn. 

RAIL 390/386 at the National Archives gives 
details of a meeting of the LNER Finance Committee 
at York on 12 April 1923 where the following 
arrangements had been effected: 
(1) MSLR to receive: £2,500 in cash to pay off  

outstanding debts, £10,000 LNER Co's Preferred 
Ordinary Stock, £15,000 LNER Co's Deferred 
Ordinary Stock. 
(2) MSLR Co to discharge all liabilities incurred 
prior to I January 1923 and to hand over to the LNER 
Co the balance of any moneys received as compen-
sation under Section I I of the Railways Act, and the 
Debenture holders to support an application for 
payment out of Court of £800. 
(3) Acceptance of terms by Receiver and Manager 
of the MSLR Co is subject to approval of the Court. 

6. Passenger trains terminated at Laxfield. 

7. Gipping Siding, also known as Old Newton, was used 
occasionally for loading agricultural produce. During 
WW2 the siding was used for storage of loaded 
ammunition wagons en route to Mendlesham or 
Horham. 

8. Also known as Laxfield Mill with a siding on the 
north side of the line. The MSLR, on 21 January 1904, 
agreed with the Gorham family to purchase land 
needed for the line in exchange for installing a siding 
at least 300 feet long. Contractors built a 185 feet 
siding on a different site and the Gorham family never 
used it refusing to allow others to cross their land to 
use it. This was later resolved but the siding was 
little used, closing with the line in 1952. 

9. Outwards goods traffic included cattle (a special 
Tuesday Only cattle train ran at 4.0am from Laxfield), 
grain, fruit, dairy produce, and sugar beet. This traffic 
declined as lorries invaded the area and meant the 
withdrawal of some services. Cattle traffic slowed 
down and by the late 1930s the special Tuesday 
market day train was withdrawn. 

10. Passengers were mainly scholars making their way 
to and from Stowmarket Grammar School. 

11 
	

No map was found with the file. The extract from an 
OS map shows the area around the MSLR, together 
with the local roads. 

12. Had the line from Kenton to Westerfield been 
completed, Kenton would have been a junction station 
and was therefore built as a passing point with a Down 
platform and an Up platform which was an island. 

13. There is no mention of what would happen to 
passenger and goods traffic during the shutdown. 
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Mussolini, Railways & Myth 
Edward Gibbins 

No claim has led to more nodding heads in the UK, 
than the anecdote that 'Mussolini got trains to run 
on time by threatening to shoot drivers'. Typical 
examples are in Signal Failure: Politics and Britain's 
Railways by David Wragg, 2004, page 117: 
`Mussolini made the trains run on time'; and by John 
McKie, writing in the Daily Record on 28 July 2007: 
`Say what you like about Benito Mussolini, he made 
the trains run on time'. 

It is noticeable that no journalist nor critic quotes 
a traceable source. Letters to the media requesting 
the source or disputing the claim are unanswered. 
Contact with the Italian Embassy and the Italian 
Cultural Institute failed to confirm the claim, or 
identify any possible source. One person at the 
Embassy said it was a myth. The Institute referred 
me to a University professor, from whom no reply 
was received. I attempted to lay this ghost to rest in 
a recent book', but it is still popping up. 

`Mussolini cared nothing for public opinion, which 
in every country was simply manufactured by news-
paper owners as he knew only too well from personal 
experience." None was more skilled in using propa-
ganda (aka myth) than Mussolini. If UK editors 
believed everything he said, more fool them. 

The reality is that, even Mussolini himself did not 
claim — in his 1937 autobiography — that Italian 
trains ran on time, much less that he was the architect. 
His autobiography does not mention a threat to 
drivers, nor claim that railways were reliable, but 
does say that he got rid of critical editors and 
politicians. If he could openly admit to disposing of 
opposition, he would have had no qualms about 
claiming his success in railway operations, by 
whatever means — had that been a fact. Logic 
suggests that if train drivers had been so threatened, 
there would have been a high incidence of absence 
from work due to simulated illness, and a failure of 
other staff to take promotion to the job as driver. 
Both would seriously delay trains. 

His autobiography mentions that he 'imposed an 
eight hour day on all workers'? Similar action in 
the UK would have prevented traffic loss to road, 
and allowed railways to invest more and further 
improve services. Instead of pursuing the course 
adopted by Italy, the UK Government had imposed  

an eight hour day for all railway employees in 1919, 
despite protests by the companies that this, following 
their iniquitous treatment under Government Control 
during World War 1, would push many rural and 
secondary companies deep into insolvency.' This 
fear was addressed by Government forcing 123 
railway companies to merge into four groups (The 
Big Four) in 1923, so that the profitable companies 
were compelled to subsidise the rest. 

Of eight biographies of Mussolini, Palla had no 
reference to railways.' Fermi's only reference to 
railways is that a new station was built in Rome to 
welcome and impress Hitler in 1938.6  Blinkhorn says 
that 'main line trains ran on time', but quotes no 
source and no data.' Ridley says that the belief 
prevalent among his British admirers that Mussolini 
had made the trains run on time 'aroused much 
ridicule among intellectuals'? 

Smith wrote: 
... the Italian railway system had been run down during 
WWI, but had been much improved between the 
Wars. The claim was advanced that Italian trains were 
the envy of Europe. This was an exaggeration by 
Mussolini who did his best to make the train service 
into a symbol of fascist efficiency and managed to 
conceal much that had been done before 1922 (before 
he became Prime Minister). His propaganda was very 
successful, yet some travellers reported that the 
celebrated trains running universally on time, were 
to some extent a convenient myth. 

Coal had to come by sea when, in World War II, it 
ought to have come overland by rail. Only two of the 
nine railroads through the Alps had been provided 
with double tracks and capacity was estimated to be 
little more than a quarter of Italy's peacetime needs. 

There was a major shortage of in excess of 10,000 
trucks in WW2, because trains running on time had 
become one of the accepted myths of fascism and 
Mussolini had never charged anyone with the task of 
planning communication in the event of war. 

Propagandists were instructed to proclaim that Italy 
was ahead in every field of endeavour — more men 
of genius, railways faster, ships bigger, etc.' 

Bosworth's only references to trains or railways 
in his biography are that [Mussolini] 'may have made 
the trains run on time, as his propaganda declared, 
but wars it seemed were a different matter'. By this 
Bosworth was referring to the lack of war planning 
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by this dictator, who told Hitler that he needed 17,000 
trains carrying 170m tons to enable him to be able to 
wage war alongside his ally Germany. The key words 
are 'as his propaganda declared' emphasising the 
unproven nature of this claim. There is no reference 
to any source that substantiates this propaganda 
claim, despite the extensive research by this noted 
author, who lists nearly 1,500 bibliographical 
sources, a high proportion in the original Italian 
language.' 

Farrell mentions that when Mussolini was 
summoned by the King to be become Prime Minister 
in 1922, he told the station master at Milan that 'I 
want to leave on time. From now on, everything 
must work perfectly.' Farrell says that 'this was the 
origin of the joke that, at least, under Fascism, the 
trains must run on time'. 'Mussolini not only made 
the trains run on time, but made them faster.' 
Nowhere in the book is there a reference to, nor 
source of, anything that would substantiate the claim 
that all trains were made to run on time." 

George Seldes '2, states that the claim that: 
... 'the trains always run on time', was parroted as an 
answer to all criticisms, including lack of editorial 
freedom or justice. The fascist regime made this claim 
to portray a country in which law and order prevailed. 
An investigation covering two weeks revealed several 
derailments leading to serious delays. 

Any editor foolhardy enough to publish the truth 
about unpunctual trains ran the risk of assault or 
worse. It would not have been worth the risk, when 
allegations about Fascist misconduct and crime were 
said to be unreported due to the personal risks. 

Seldes adds that: 

Notes and references 
1. Edward Gibbins, Britain's Railways: the Reality, 2003 

2. D Mack Smith, Mussolini 's Roman Empire, 1976, 196 

3. Benito Mussolini, My Autobiography, 1936, 255 

4. Edward Gibbins, Square Deal Denied, 1998, ch 2 

5. Marco Palla, Mussolini and Fascism, 2001 

6. Laura Fermi, Mussolini, 1961, 361 

7. Martin Blinkhom, Mussolini and Fascist Italy, 1994, 
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8. Jasper Ridley, Mussolini, 1997, 210 
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It is true that the majority of big expresses run on 
time — those carrying eye-witness tourists — but on 
smaller lines, bad rail and roadbed conditions 
frequently caused delays. The Belgian Foreign 
Minister said we were always kept waiting at level 
crossings for more than a quarter of an hour, because 
the trains were never there at the times they should 
have been passing. 

Pre-war Keesings Contemporary Archives has 
many entries relating to Mussolini, none of which 
mention the railways. There is only one pre-war 
reference to Italian railways: 'that all main line and 
secondary lines are to be electrified to reduce coal 
imports'."  

Two books on Fascism under Mussolini do not 
mention railways at all." 

It is pertinent to ask why there is an obsession to 
criticise British railways — whether nationalised or 
private sector — for failing to deliver a 100% reliable 
and safe service to the customer, when no other 
industry does so. 

One BBC commentator's  said that the Prime 
Minister should concentrate on getting trains to run 
on time. I phoned: 'Before worrying about getting 
trains on time to benefit 10% of the population, could 
the PM ... look into getting buses, planes and ships 
to be punctual, thus benefiting far more than rail 
passengers. He could also take action to compel UK 
industry, traders and commerce to fulfill their 
promises by the due date. Perhaps he could induce 
a sense of urgency and reliability into those delivering 
or collecting from houses, or calling to carry out 
repairs.' Needless to say, my comment was not 
broadcast! 

The quotations are from pages 118, 243, 244 & 174 
respectively. 

10. R J B Bosworth, Mussolini, 2002 

II. Nicholas Farrell, Mussolini: a new life, 2004, 121 

12. Georges Seldes, Sawdust Caesar: the untold history 
of Mussolini & Fascism, 1936, 348-50 

13. 23-24 January, 1933. 

14. Alan Cassells, Fascist Italy, 1977; Mark Robson, 
Italy: Liberalism & Fascism, 1992 

15. Radio 2, 16 July 2004. 
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Unfair Competition? 
Peter Butterfield 

It is a commonplace of railway history that Britain's 
railways suffered from unfair competition from road 
transport in the years between the wars. There is 
some truth in this for the 1920s, but very little after 
the passing of the Road Traffic Act (relating to 
passenger transport) in 1930 and the Road and Rail 
Traffic Act (relating to freight traffic) in 1933. 

The most important provisions of the Road and 
Rail Traffic Act related to the new licensing system 
for road hauliers. These and their effects are 
discussed exhaustively in Gilbert Walker's Road and 
Rail (1942) and more briefly in my paper for the 
RCHS Conference in York in December 1999; for 
the purpose of this paper I shall focus on the open or 
`A' licences which enabled a haulier to carry any 
goods offered. 

Existing hauliers were given licences automati-
cally, but only for two years. Applications for new 
licences and renewals had to go through a legal 
process and demonstrate that no existing carrier could 
take the traffic. The railway companies objected to 
almost all applications as they still provided an almost 
universal service, carrying any goods between any 
two points in Britain. Under the legislation the fact 
that the road haulier making the application was 
prepared to offer a cheaper service was irrelevant. 
Thus the railways were able to block virtually every 
new application, and sometimes even renewals. It 
was a major grievance of road hauliers that they had 
to employ expensive legal representation even to 
renew licences for one or two vehicles. 

Thus the number of A licence vehicles was virtually 
frozen, at a time when the economy was recovering 
from the depression and the technology and 
efficiency of road transport were improving. The 
only exception to the freeze was in the number of 
licences granted to the railway companies them-
selves. On one occasion the LNER was refused a 
licence, since it had not shown that the cartage could 
not be carried out by existing carriers. This decision 
was reversed on appeal on the grounds that the 
railway companies were in an exceptional position 
because of their statutory obligations as to collection 
and delivery! Thenceforward all applications from 
the railway companies were granted automatically. 

The effect of these restrictions was that the supply  

of road transport lagged behind demand', and those 
who only required transport irregularly and infre-
quently were forced to resort to the railways — even 
though for certain purposes, such as the transport of 
farm animals, road transport was much more 
practical. The National Fanners' Union demanded 
the right to select the form of transport used and 
`secure the benefits of progress'. Traditionally farm 
animals had been herded by road to the nearest 
station, but this had become more difficult and 
dangerous with the growth of road traffic. Road 
transport was quicker and gave facilities for owners 
to accompany animals and feed and water them en 
route — as the railway goods managers agreed at a 
conference at the Railway Clearing House in 1939! 
The solution? — that the railway companies should 
acquire specialised livestock vehicles and undertake 
the transport themselves wholly by road, at least for 
moderate distances; they had no problem obtaining 
licences. 

In the late 1930s the railways were becoming major 
road hauliers. For instance in 1936 the companies 
serving Manchester advertised that 'they will collect 
and deliver goods and parcels from and to any address 
within a radius of four miles of Manchester Town 
Hall, at the following scale of charges'. They were 
asked by a road haulage firm to collect goods for 
local delivery, but refused to do so, presumably just 
out of spite, to avoid assisting a hated competitor. 
The railway solicitors concluded that the advertise-
ment offered a service as a common carrier and that 
they should have accepted the order, though the case 
does not seem to have been taken to court.°  The 
railways often complained bitterly about their 
obligations as common carriers, though these were 
little more than the application of equity to the duties 
of carriers, and were hardly onerous. 

There were growing fears that the railways were 
aiming at a monopoly of freight transport. Not only 
were they major road hauliers in their own right, they 
part owned and controlled other major firms, such 
as Carter Paterson and Pickfords. The remainder of 
the industry was in the hands of small operators 
owning on average a little over two vehicles. And 
the railways were engaged in drastic price cutting to 
retain traffic. At the Transport Advisory Council a 
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witness cited the reduction of the rate for fish between 
Aberdeen and Glasgow from over 50 shillings to 15 
shillings, for one year. The best the road hauliers 
could offer was 22s 6d — but fish still went by road 
because the wholesalers did not believe that the 
railway rate could be maintained beyond the end of 
the year, and they did not want the road hauliers to 
be driven to bankruptcy in the interval.' 

The railways did not always get their own way. 
They were anxious to gain information to make it 
easier to put forward legal objections to the grant of 
A licences, and in September 1937 sent the Ministry 
of Transport a draft form of application for A licences 
`in the hope that the Ministry might consider it 
appropriate for adoption generally'. They added, 
however, that the railway companies 'would find it 
impracticable to complete the form themselves'. A 
considerable correspondence ensued. It was brought 
to a conclusion by the following letter from the  

Ministry: 
The Ministry has no power to prescribe a form ... 
The licensing authorities are, however, well aware 
(incredible as it may sound to some in the industry) 
that we in Whitehall are genuinely anxious to avoid 
placing any further burdens upon applicants for 
carriers' licences. The anxiety would be the greater 
if the incidence of the new burden would be unequal, 
and your letter of the 6th. Sept. foreshadows that the 
railways would have to seek a dispensation.' 

Despite the extensive protection given by the Act 
of 1933 the railways were still suffering financial 
difficulties, and continued to blame 'unfair competi-
tion' from road transport. Hence the launch of the 
`Square Deal' campaign in November 1938. Again 
they were asking too much: in effect for less regula-
tion for themselves and more for road transport. The 
progress of the subsequent negotiations suggests that 
it was unlikely the the railways would benefit from 
any legislation that ensued — but they were saved, 
at least for the time being, by the outbreak of war. 

Notes and references 

I. 

	

	Minutes of the Road Traffic Sub-Committee of the 	3 
Railway Companies Association, 13 February 1935: 
Public Record Office (PRO), RAILI098/22 
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figures are available) the number of A and B licences 
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Clearing House, 18 May 1935: PRO, RAIL1081/130 
Solicitors' Committee, Railway companies 
association, 17 July 1936: PRO, RAIL1080/523 
PRO, RAIL424/27 
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Preserved Railways Or New Roads? 
Allan Brackenbury 

I have long held the belief that in my lifetime at least, 
Ministry of Transport (MoT) officials have been 
more sympathetic to road than rail transport, and a 
railway that hindered motorists was more likely to 
be closed than a similar line that didn't get in the 
way of major highways. Thus the Leicester—Rugby 
line, which had a level crossing with the busy AS, 
closed in the pre-motorway age. The busiest route 
between Manchester and Bury was proposed for 
closure earlier than more likely candidates: this  

closure was refused, but had it succeeded, a 
particularly awkward bridge over the nascent M62 
would have been avoided. In 1970 the direct line 
from Edinburgh to Perth closed, creating longer 
journeys for rail passengers, but saving the cost of 
bridges on the new M90.' A long battle to save the 
Alton—Winchester line ended with its closure in 1973, 
conveniently avoiding the need for a bridge on the 
forthcoming M3 extension.' 

Once a railway line has closed, its rails removed 
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and its buildings derelict, the land becomes an 
eyesore, ideal for conversion into something else, such 
as a road. And if a new road is proposed to be built on 
derelict ground, it is more likely to receive general 
approval than one that uses agricultural land. So it is 
easy to see that town planners have not necessarily 
been hostile to railway closures, as these can be viewed 
as opportunities for redevelopment, rather than 
amenity losses. Public opposition to closures, when 
unsuccessful, tended to evaporate when the event took 
place or soon afterwards. But in some localities the 
people who had opposed the closures carried on 
campaigning with the aim of reopening and running the 
lines themselves. I believe that MoT officials deliberately 
tried to frustrate these reopening plans if they were 
likely to upset road projects. Of course I have no 
proof of this, and welcome comments from people 
with relevant knowledge. To justify my views I put 
forward four cases from the 1960s, taken from secondary 
sources. 

Westerham Branch 

In spring 1960 BR proposed closing the branch line 
from Dunton Green to Westerham, saving £11,600 a 
year. A year later the Central Transport Users' 
Consultative Committee (TUCC) recommended that 
the branch should stay open as a social necessity, 
but most unusually this recommendation was rejected by 
Ernest Marples, the Minister of Transport. When 
challenged by the MP for Sevenoaks, Mr Marples 
said that the deficit was £26,000pa, an enormous 
loss. I have gone to look at the line and to walk in 
the area
 I used dark glasses so that no one would recognise 
me.' Later a rumour was afoot that the land was 
required for a South Orbital road (which became 
the M25). Mr. Marples' Parliamentary Secretary 
replied, `I have made careful enquiries and I can 
assure you that any such suggestion is 
unfounded. The lie of the road has not yet been fixed 
and the Minister has not yet authorised any detail 
survey.' The railway duly closed in October 1961. 
Shortly afterwards a committee (it had several name 
changes but for convenience I am calling it the 
Westerham Railway Association (WRA)) was set up to 
lease the line from BR and provide a daily service. The 
Bluebell Railway, which had reopened in 1960, had 
leased its line, but BR was not prepared to lease any 
more lines and insisted on an outright purchase. By 
September 1962 a price of £30,000 had been 
agreed, and an anonymous backer was prepared to 
provide the funds. It was known that Kent County  

Council (KCC) wanted to purchase the railway land 
but BR preferred to negotiate with WRA. Then in 
December 1963 KCC threatened to use compulsory 
powers, obliging BR to sell the line to the Council 
instead. KCC was planning to build a Sevenoaks 
bypass which would cross over the railway, and it 
was cheaper to fill in the cutting than to build a bridge. 
It also stated that it had purchased the whole line in 
the hope that the MoT might wish to use the land, 
should the M25 come this way. It was willing to 
lease the railway to the WRA, but only for five years, 
at a rent of £3,000pa, and the WRA would also be 
required to pay for the bridge under the new bypass, 
estimated at £14,000. These were harsh terms, maybe 
designed to frighten the WRA away, but they were 
accepted. Then KCC told the WRA that the bridge 
would actually cost £26,215, and although it would 
not be built for some time, payment was required in 
full, within a month. This was the last straw: the 
WRA was unable to raise the funds in time, and thus 
had to abandon its hopes of reopening the railway. 
KCC's questionable behaviour attracted public 
criticism, and a local MP tried to get the Minister of 
Transport (now Tom Fraser) to intervene, but he 
refused. Soon the rails were removed and buildings 
demolished. In 1970 the route of the M25 was 
announced, incorporating a significant part of this 
railway's land.' 

I believe that the M25 had been planned for many 
years, and while the exact route was not determined 
until 1970, MoT staff had a rough idea of where it 
was going, and would have welcomed the opportunity 
to use the alignment of the Westerham railway branch 
if it became available. That would explain why 
Ernest Marples visited the area incognito to see the 
lie of the land, and why he overturned the TUCC 
recommendation. Kent County Council's planners 
would have been aware of the situation and would 
have discouraged any development liable to hinder 
the M25. Thus they were not prepared to allow the 
WRA to succeed, but the preservationists were 
remarkably resilient, and it was only KCC's 
unreasonable demands that defeated them. Two 
further points call for comment. If the deficit of 
£26,000 stated by Ernest Marples was accurate, BR 
would have quoted it in its evidence to the TUCC. 
Then what were the motives of the WRA's mystery 
backers? Most of the WRA's members were young 
and not well off, yet the WRA got close to success 
because it had access to large funds not available to 
similar projects. I think that these wealthy supporters 
were more interested in developing surplus land than 
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in running a train service, but no doubt if the WRA 
had succeeded they would have been seen as 
benefactors. 

Dart Valley Railway 

Towards the end of the steam age a group of 
businessmen saw a commercial possibility in running 
a branch line of the Great Western Railway as a tourist 
attraction, complete with genuine GWR locomotives, 
carriages and structures. Accordingly they started 
to purchase the stock they would need in the venture. 
They selected the branch from Totnes to Ashburton, 
as it was in a tourist area, it was a reasonable length 
(91/2  miles), it passed along the attractive Dart Valley, 
and for two miles it was close to the A38 road, so 
holiday motorists would see passing trains and (it 
was hoped) be tempted to have rides. The promoters 
stressed that this was not railway preservation in the 
accepted sense. It was a business proposition with 
paid staff and with the expectation of paying 
dividends to shareholders. The chosen line had lost 
its passenger service in 1958 and when goods trains 
ceased in 1962 the promoters started to negotiate 
with BR for its purchase. They set up a company, 
Dart Valley Light Railway Ltd (DVLR), financed by 
shares and loans. Legal documentation took a long 
time to prepare because it was complex, but eventu-
ally BR was able to apply for a Light Railway Order 
(LRO), and the MoT granted this late in 1967. 

The next step was to apply to transfer the Order 
to the DVLR, and for the new company to purchase 
the line. This should have been a formality, and the 
DVLR was expecting to open to the public in the 
1968 season, but there was a very late objection to 
the Order, from the MoT's own Highways Depart-
ment. In 1967 this had announced a plan to bypass 
Ashburton. It emerged that a dual carriageway was 
proposed between Ashburton and Buckfastleigh, 
incorporating some land occupied by the railway. 
Consequently the MoT only granted the LRO transfer 
for the seven mile stretch from Totnes to Buckfast-
leigh, and this opened to the public at Easter 1969. 
The remainder was in abeyance, pending the outcome 
of a public inquiry concerning the route of the new 
road. The DVLR put forward a scheme whereby 
road and rail could co-exist in the valley. Although 
the DVLR was supported by the local councils, its 
scheme was rejected by the MoT, and so road 
replaced rail betweenAshburton and Buckfastleigh." 

The MoT's plans for the road widening around 
Ashburton were made public before it granted the  

initial Light Railway Order to BR. It seems strange 
that the MoT's Highways Department objected to 
the transfer of the LRO to the new company, when it 
hadn't objected to the initial grant. There are several 
possible explanations for this, including inertia, but 
one is that the MoT deliberately thwarted a non-
statutory body's plans of acquiring land in public 
ownership. The MoT must have been aware that the 
DVLR had been negotiating to purchase the line for 
five years, and it must surely have made the parties 
aware of the road plans — if they existed. To me it 
seems more probable that the road widening had only 
been planned in general terms, until the MoT realised 
that a sale was imminent of public land that might be 
needed, so it hurriedly prepared detailed plans. As 
railway land was indeed used, the sale was prevented. 
The DVLR was left with only part of the branch it 
wanted, and while this makes an attractive journey, 
it is less appealing to the general public (and thus 
less profitable) than the full line. If the promoters 
had known what the outcome would be during the 
purchase discussions, they would surely have 
abandoned this branch line and selected another. 

Severn Valley Railway 

In 1963 the passenger service from Shrewsbury via 
Bridgnorth to Bewdley was withdrawn, and the line 
lost its goods trains north of Alveley colliery (about 
halfway between Bridgnorth and Bewdley). Two 
years later a preservation society was established to 
purchase the line between Bridgnorth and Alveley 
colliery and it formed a company, Severn Valley 
Railway Co Ltd (SVR). Its offer to purchase the 
line was accepted by BR subject to the granting of a 
Light Railway Order. BR's LRO application was 
opposed by Shropshire County Council (SCC) which 
wanted to build a Bridgnorth bypass and hoped to 
avoid a railway bridge. The matter went to a public 
inquiry in October 1968: the inspector recommended 
that the LRO be granted, but his decision was 
overruled by the Minister of Transport, Richard 
Marsh. He left the way open for BR and SVR to 
negotiate with SCC, but council officials were 
intransigent. 

The SVR representatives realised that the only way 
forward was for them to commit the SVR into paying 
for the bridge when the bypass was built, or allowing 
the line to be cut, severing the principal station from 
the rest of the line. After they had done so, SCC 
withdrew its opposition to the initial LRO which was 
granted in January 1970. The transfer Order followed 
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in May, so on 23 May 1970 the first part of the SVR 
opened to the public. By then the SVR had another 
worry. Alveley colliery had closed early in 1969, 
and as the SVR wanted to maintain its link with the 
national system, it would have to purchase the rest 
of the line to Bewdley. Indeed it did so. Over the 
next few years it raised funds, extended, and became 
established as one of England's leading heritage 
railways, all the time with the Bridgnorth bridge 
obligation hovering in the background. Eventually 
in the 1982-3 winter the bridge was built and the 
SVR honoured its commitment. It contributed 
£31,494, the 1970 equivalent of the cost price. This 
was within its means in 1983, but it couldn't have 
been afforded in 1970.4.6  

As the Bridgnorth bypass wasn't begun until 1982, 
Shropshire C C can't have given it a high priority in 
1968. Therefore it was unreasonable for SCC to 
object to the LRO, and equally unreasonable for 
Richard Marsh to overturn his inspector's recommen-
dation. This seems to me to have been an attempt by 
the road lobby to kill off a fledgling heritage railway 
at birth. 

Kent And East Sussex Railway 

This was one of the most famous names in Colonel 
Stephens' empire of light railways. It had been 
independent until 1948, but closed to passengers in 
1954. Until 1961 131/4  miles between Robertsbridge 
and Tenterden remained open to goods traffic. When 
this closed a society was formed to take over the line 
and thus preserve the character of the Colonel 
Stephens era. It aimed to restore an all-year 
passenger and goods service. For convenience I am 
calling it the Rother Valley Railway Company Ltd 
(RVR), which was the name in use during the period 
of crucial negotiations; over the years several names 
existed, and there were one or two false starts. It 
negotiated with BR to purchase the line and a price 
of £36,000 was agreed, conditional on the granting 
of a Light Railway Transfer Order (LRTO). It took 
time to raise the funds, but in 1966 the deposit was 
paid and the LRTO application was made. There 
were several objections, mainly local landowners and 
drainage authorities, but not the MoT. A public 
inquiry followed, further information was provided, 
the principal objectors withdrew, and it passed to 
the Minister of Transport, Barbara Castle. 

Approval ought to have been a formality, but her 
verdict in September 1967 was an outright rejection, 
on grounds that had not been considered earlier,  

namely that the railway passed through seven level 
crossings, four of them with A roads. Reopening 
them would cause severe delays to motor traffic and 
dual- carriageway bridges might have to be built to 
replace them, at great cost to taxpayers. This shock 
decision looked as though it was the end for the RVR, 
but some members thought that the Minister had 
exceeded her powers. They appealed against the 
decision, and obtained a court injunction restraining 
BR from dismantling the track. A local MP sponsored 
a special debate in Parliament. 

Eventually in 1970 the case was heard in the High 
Court and the judge found in favour of the RVR. He 
ruled that Mrs Castle had not acted in accordance 
with the 1896 Light Railways legislation, and had 
taken extraneous matters into consideration. Inevit-
ably the MoT appealed, and this time the Court of 
Appeal found in its favour, based on the interpretation 
of the meaning of words in the 1896 Act. The court 
action was followed by a series of meetings between 
MoT, BR and RVR, to see if a compromise solution 
could be agreed. It could. The RVR abandoned its 
plans for a daily service, becoming a tourist railway 
instead, and the MoT accepted that the RVR could 
operate between Tenterden and Bodiam (10 miles), 
avoiding only the two busiest level crossings. By 
now the price had gone up to £60,000, but this was 
accepted by the RVR. A fresh LRTO application 
was made in March 1973 and was granted with little 
fuss in the following November. Early in 1974 the 
first public trains ran from Tenterden. It had taken 
an eventful thirteen years before the RVR could even 
start to operate a service.7  

While the MoT eventually (and inevitably) won 
the court battle, this was really just a face-saving 
exercise after it had been given a bloody nose in the 
High Court. In my view it had acted arrogantly and 
improperly in giving the interests of motorists 
paramount importance at level crossings, especially 
as it had not objected to the LRTO application. If 
BR had wanted to reopen this railway over these 
crossings, it could have done so without needing any 
permission from the MoT. At least the MoT did 
behave honourably in accepting the compromise 
solution. 

Conclusion 

In 1960 the railway preservation movement was still 
young and was not taken seriously in high places. It 
is probable that MoT officials and their allies at 
highway authorities viewed members of preservation 
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schemes as lightweights who could be easily 
crushed. A dozen years later, after several battles, 
they could not fail to be aware that preservationists 
included several responsible citizens who were 
articulate, influential, and well versed in the law. They 
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A very modern error: the Falkirk Wheel's raise 

Peter Brown 

According to The Rough Guide to Scotland (2006, 
419), 'Opened in 2002, the giant grey wheel, the 
world's first rotating boat lift, scoops boats in two 
giant buckets or caissons, the 115 feet between the 
level of the two canals.' This is confirmed by Len 
Paterson's From Sea to Sea: A History of the Scottish 
Lowland and Highland Canals (2006, 159): 'It was 
to lift a caisson of 300 tons weight, or water and/or 
eight boats, 115ft in fifteen minutes while another 
counterbalancing caisson was lowered.' The figure 
of 115 feet was also stated by one of the official 
guides on the trip boat when we visited the Wheel in 
September 2007. 

However, according to British Waterways Scot-
land's publicity booklet, The Falkirk Wheel (2004, 
30), the vertical distance is 25 metres. The exact 
figure, according to an e-mail from the person who 
ought to know, BWS's Mechanical & Electrical 
Engineer, is 24.91 metres (81ft 9in) plus or minus 
up to 0.210 metres (8in), depending on the water 
levels above and below the Wheel. 

How has this error arisen? There are two possibil-
ities. The difference in level between the Forth & 
Clyde Canal at this point and the Union Canal is about 
113 feet' —but there is a single lock below the Wheel 
and a staircase pair above it which together account 
for the 'missing' raise. Alternatively, the confusion 
could have arisen because the Wheel is 35 metres 
(115ft) high, according to BWS's booklet. 
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