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				Robert Beaumont grew up in Yorkshire and embarked on a career as a journalist while at Oxford University. He worked for twenty years at the Yorkshire Evening Press where he was named Feature Writer of the Year four times in the Yorkshire Newspaper Society Awards.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book

				George Hudson – the eponymous Railway King – started his career with a stroke of luck, inheriting £27,000 (a fortune in 1827) from a distant relative. He invested successfully in the North Midland Railway, then formed his own Midland Railway, raising £5 million and bribing MPs along the way. But from his glory in 1845 he fell into disgrace, admitting corruption and selling land he did not own. He was eventually imprisoned in York Castle and died a broken man in 1871.

				His story provides an excellent insight into nineteenth-century politics and industrial progress, full of moral dilemmas and a testimony to the growth of the railways in Britain.
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				Foreword

				Of very few Britons can it be said that the country would be a recognisably different place had they never lived, but George Hudson was such a man. The great Roman city of York might easily have become a minor (if beautiful) backwater had not Hudson made it the epicentre of the Northern railway system in the mid-nineteenth century, and the hub of his vast business empire.

				Railways ensured that for the first time in human history man could travel faster than on a galloping horse, and in half a generation they changed civilisation. History suddenly switched from a linear to an exponential progression. Transportation, urbanisation, business practice, property law, warfare, the development of the British Empire – everything was transformed and sped up by this Promethean invention. It was the Internet of its day, with if anything an even greater propensity to create and destroy great fortunes through speculation.

				That George Hudson employed extremely dubious – not to say downright crooked – financial techniques is undeniable; the profit and loss accounts and balance sheets in a Hudson prospectus ought to have been filed under Fiction in the libraries of the day, rather than providing the genesis of a new South Sea Bubble. Yet it should be remembered that over the fifteen years of ‘the Railway King’s’ reign Hudson also employed tens of thousands of labourers and laid hundreds of miles of virgin track.

				At one point George Hudson controlled one-third of the entire national track in the United Kingdom, an astonishing achievement from a largely self-made man. To appreciate the scale of his domination of the industry one might equate him with John D Rockefeller Sr in oil or Bill Gates in information technology. He pioneered the cause of cheap, fast and relatively safe freight and personnel travel, which in its turn had incalculable effects on first the British and then the whole world’s economy.

				In this important and thought-provoking work – based on a good deal of painstaking primary research – the author poses the central question: was Hudson ‘one of the greatest Englishmen of the nineteenth century, or a fraudster on a gigantic scale’? I believe that this book shows that it was clearly perfectly possible for him to have been both.

				Few authors could be better qualified that Mr Beaumont to write this book about the most controversial Yorkshireman after Geoffrey Boycott. A son of the county himself, born in Wakefield and living in Boroughbridge, Robert Beaumont is an accomplished writer who worked for the Yorkshire Evening Press between 1977 and 1998, becoming assistant editor and an award-winning campaigning journalist and feature writer in the process. Thus in his quest to have the city of York finally recognise George Hudson for what he did for it, Beaumont speaks with a proud and authentic Yorkshire voice.

				For it is perhaps unfair of us today to judge George Hudson by the ethical criteria of the early twenty-first century, rather than by those of his own day. It is hard to escape the conclusion that he was brought down more by his inability to guarantee everlasting 10 per cent dividends than by shock at his business ethics and habit of printing and selling shares without letting on what he was doing. Modern joint-stock capitalism had to adapt very quickly to the breakneck technological advances of the mid-nineteenth century, and Hudson was part of that process. Although Hudson massively overstretched his business empire and came to (perhaps well deserved) grief eventually, he was never actually prosecuted for any illegalities.

				This is a human interest story as much as an investigation into the politics and business ethics of railway-building in its heyday. It is the Icarian tale of a man who flew too high and sensationally crashed earthwards. So powerful a cautionary account was it that Anthony Trollope adapted the Hudson experience only very slightly when he created the character Augustus Melmotte in The Way We Live Now. At the time of the suicide of Robert Maxwell, Hudson’s name was also regularly invoked as an historical precursor for the swindling ‘Captain Bob’, but although there are certain superficial similarities between the two men this book seeks to acquit Hudson of the worst wrongdoing. He was certainly not as bad a man as Thomas Carlyle and Lord Macaulay painted him, let alone the modern historian who has equated him with Dr Crippen!

				This book certainly does not eschew controversy, as the coverage in Chapter 18 of Hudson’s historiography amply proves. When writing about so contentious a figure, and one who has already been the subject of a number of biographies, such a combative stance is no bad thing. Mr Beaumont’s book is a passionate yet meticulously researched work of genuine scholarship, as well as an exciting tale of a man who, for all his lack of scruples, was essentially a creator rather than – as were so many of his detractors and critics – a destroyer.

				If there is a moral to this book – other than the obvious one that dividends should be paid from revenue not capital – it is that our world was made by rogues as much as by angels, and is none the worse for it.

				Andrew Roberts
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				INTRODUCTION

				A Life Less 
Ordinary

				The great end of life is not knowledge, but action

				T. H. Huxley

				George Hudson could have walked straight out of the pages of a Charles Dickens novel, although Dickens – who prided himself on his realism – might have baulked at incorporating some of the more bizarre twists and turns of Hudson’s extraordinary life into one of his books.

				Even by the standards of the nineteenth century, when the consequences of the industrial revolution and the rise of the middle classes turned established society upside down, George Hudson led a turbulent and mould-breaking existence. Thrown out of his North Yorkshire village when he was only fifteen, for fathering an illegitimate child, he inherited £30,000 in the most dubious of circumstances twelve years later. That enabled him to reinvent himself as the Railway King and become, at the height of his fame and fortune, one of the very richest men in England.

				 He made his money by forming his own railway companies and, in 1845, he was able to buy the Londesborough estate in East Yorkshire for £500,000. That was a huge amount of money in early Victorian Britain. By 1848 he controlled nearly a third of Britain’s rail network and was a leading Conservative member in the House of Commons.

				His fall was as spectacular as his rise, ending in a debtors’ prison and then in France, forlorn and penniless, dependent on his few remaining friends to keep him alive. He died a broken man and was buried only a couple of miles away from his birthplace. The wheel had turned full circle, but within that circle lies a journey of epic and tragic proportions.

				Inevitably, these bald facts (a touch of bastardy here, a little fraud there, a spell in prison here and heartbreaking exile there) merely hint at the mercurial life that Hudson first enjoyed and then endured. It epitomised the possibilities and the pitfalls of one of the most exciting eras in British history.

				George Hudson was a mass of contradictions: immensely hard-working, yet dangerously self-indulgent; tremendously generous, yet a purveyor of the sharpest financial practices; poorly educated and roughly spoken, but a quick-witted visionary; and unbearably arrogant, yet strangely humble at the end. He was a highly complex individual, whose character mixed both the grander and the baser elements of human nature in equal measure.

				Most commentators have failed to understand, let alone look beyond, these contradictions, preferring to attack George Hudson for his financial sharp practice, his ostentatious display of wealth and his boorish manners. The city of York, busily rewriting history, has tried to remove all trace of the Railway King from its civic annals. York, it appears, has conveniently forgotten that it owes its position as the railway capital of the north primarily to Hudson.

				Today the city’s ugliest street, a nasty little road which runs from a dingy bus station to a derelict supermarket, carries his name, while a statue of his great enemy George Leeman dominates the station complex. That bears scant relation to the two men’s differing legacies to their city.

				It is debatable whether Hudson would have minded about all the opprobrium that has been heaped upon his head since he died. After all, he had suffered enough abuse when he was alive. Thomas Carlyle, most probably motivated by snobbery, wrote with typically extravagant rhetoric on Hudson’s fall:

				This big swollen gambler . . . who, in his insatiable greed and bottomless atrocity, had led multitudes to go in the ways of gilded human baseness, seeking temporary profit where only eternal loss was possible.

				Charles Dickens, meanwhile, was equally scathing:

				I find a burning disgust arising in my mind – a sort of morbid canker of the most frightful description – against Mister Hudson. His position seems to be such a monstrous one. There are some dogs who can’t endure one particular note on the piano. In like manner I feel disposed to throw up my head and howl whenever I hear Mr Hudson mentioned.

				And Lord Macaulay, the great Whig historian, likened Hudson to ‘Mammon and Belial rolled into one’ and called him ‘a bloated, vulgar, insolent, purse-proud, greedy, drunken blackguard’.

				Well, the Railway King was a Tory – the greatest sin in the world in Macaulay’s eyes.

				Clearly George Hudson was no saint. But he did not deserve these vitriol-drenched assessments by men who did not fully understand his achievements – or his genius.

				Hudson was a man of the spoken, not the written, word; so he never availed himself either of letters or diaries to put his own case.

				Indeed, it was left to William Gladstone, not one of Hudson’s greatest supporters, to give a much more balanced appraisal of his talents, writing, ‘He was no mere speculator, but a projector of great discernment, courage and rich enterprise’.

				The London Evening Standard, in 1846 at the height of his fame, was more forthcoming:

				Two hundred thousand well-paid labourers, representing, as heads of families, nearly one million men, women and children, all feasting through the bold enterprise of one man . . . Let us hear what man, or class of men, ever before did so much for the population of a country?

				The Times, too, paid handsome tribute to the Railway King on his death in the late autumn of 1871:

				There was a time when not to know George Hudson was to argue oneself unknown; now he is only a tradition. He was a man who united largeness of view with wonderful speculative courage. He went in for bigger things than anyone else and, for two or three years, he was looked upon as having the key to untold treasures.

				A drunken blackguard or a courageous speculator? A swollen gambler or an inspired visionary? Well, as the story of Hudson’s amazing life unfolds, the reader must decide.

				Whatever the conclusion, though, there is no doubt that George Hudson played a crucial part in the industrial and commercial development of Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century and left an indelible imprint on the history of this country’s railway network.

				Today George Hudson’s grave lies, neglected and overgrown, in a corner of an unkempt graveyard at Scrayingham, near Malton, in North Yorkshire. One might suppose, gazing at this sad memorial, that Hudson’s reputation and legacy had likewise fallen into permanent disrepair.

				But then the faint and eerie hooting of a train in the distance, on Hudson’s beloved York to Scarborough line, acts as an eloquent and timely reminder of the Railway King’s achievements. It is, metaphorically at least, the sound of George Hudson having the last laugh.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER ONE

				A Troubled 
Country Boy

				The childhood shows the man, as morning shows the day

				John Milton, Paradise Regained

				George Hudson was born in the picturesque Yorkshire village of Howsham, on the eastern bank of the River Derwent, on 10 March 1800. Today Howsham, with its quaint cottages and gently undulating main street, is a highly desirable commuter village. In 1800 it was home to a comparatively wealthy farming community, with the large Hudson family at its heart.

				There could not have been a greater contrast between the peaceful, pastoral environment into which young George was born and the turbulent life he was to lead. It was to take him only fifteen years to bid farewell to Howsham – and he did so in some style and controversy. After all, not many fifteen-year-olds get drummed out of their community for fathering an illegitimate child.

				There has been some debate over the exact nature of Hudson’s social origins. When he was an MP in the 1840s, George Hudson was frequently lampooned for his Yorkshire accent and his loose grasp of the niceties of the English language. But he was far removed from a country bumpkin, for the Hudsons were a prominent and relatively affluent family in the social world of Howsham and beyond.

				Father John held the glorious title of ‘High Constable of the Wapentake of Buckrose’, which meant he carried administrative duties in the district, giving him a certain social cachet among his peers. He farmed land at nearby Scrayingham and Leavening, as well as at Howsham, and it was naturally assumed that George himself, the fifth of six sons, would inherit some of his father’s lands when he came of age. Fate, however, intervened.

				By the time he was eight, both his parents were dead. Mother Elizabeth, perhaps worn out by bearing ten children in seventeen years, died in 1806 when she was just thirty-eight, while father John passed away two years later. Luckily George’s elder brothers John and William were old enough – and William sensible enough – to look after the Hudson brood.

				Yet the lack of parental supervision, combined with the absence of a formal education, were to have a strong influence on the adolescent George. He grew up quickly, learning to trust his own instincts and to be dependent upon nobody but himself. He despised learning for learning’s sake and was contemptuous of anyone who could not, or did not, turn their education into money.

				The details of George’s own education are sketchy. There was no record of a village school at Howsham in the early nineteenth century and it is unlikely that the Hudson family set much store by formal tuition. They would have been more concerned that George grew up knowing how to farm. But a contemporary report suggests that the young boy had a good mathematical brain. He certainly used that brain to great effect in later life.

				Hudson’s first and most accomplished biographer, Richard S. Lambert, in his The Railway King: A Study of George Hudson and the Business Morals of His Time, shrewdly points out that George always retained a yeoman farmer’s outlook on life:

				All through the ups and downs of his giddy career, in politics and in transport, George Hudson remained at heart the farmer’s boy, racy, of the soil, coarse-grained and with a constitution as tough as the roots of an old tree. And his outlook – even when the view was railways – was that of a shrewd peasant.

				He quickly realised that farming in the early nineteenth century, as it is today, was a precarious business and was subject to a whole series of unpredictable outside forces. A period of severe agricultural depression, in which the price of wheat fell through the floor, ruined many farmers at the end of the debilitating Napoleonic wars in 1815 and it became apparent to George that the town might offer more to him than the country.

				In any case, the sudden death of John Hudson had thrown the family finances into chaos. There is some dispute as to how much money, if any, Hudson senior left, but it was probably not enough to keep George, together with all his brothers, gainfully employed on the farm. The historic, bustling city of York, just ten miles down the road, must have looked an attractive proposition to a young man of ambition and vision.

				At this juncture fate took another hand, as it was to do quite regularly in his topsy-turvy life. An entry in the Howsham Poor Book for 1815–16 reads: ‘Received of George Hudson for Bastardy, 12s 6d’.

				Unfortunately, the Howsham Poor Book gives nothing else away. Who was the mother of this child? How old was she? Did the child survive childbirth? Did mother and child continue to live in Howsham? And, crucially, is there a whole illegitimate branch of the Hudson dynasty living in Yorkshire – or further afield – today? It is unlikely we shall ever know.

				Hudson himself never alluded to this ‘bastardy episode’ in later life. Indeed he liked to maintain that he left Howsham for York when he was only thirteen, discreetly drawing a veil over the unsavoury incident. In the House of Commons, for example, in 1845, he claimed he had lived in York for thirty-two years – and no one had either the information, or the inclination, to dispute this.

				There were other reasons, too, why young George might have wanted to leave Howsham. His eldest sister Philadelphia died in 1815, aged only twenty-one, and there are strong suggestions that his eldest brother John buckled under the pressure of being head of such a large family at such a young age. Indeed, John did not last long in the office of the Chief Constable of the Division of Buckrose, as he was often ‘unsteady on his feet’. Brother William succeeded him and held the post, without incident, for more than fifty years.

				The death of George’s father, mother and eldest sister in quick succession, coupled with his eldest brother’s excessive drinking and the family’s flagging financial fortunes, all combined to create a pressurised household. No wonder his eyes strayed to York, especially after fathering an illegitimate child.

				The pretty village of Howsham, which had promised so much when George was born in 1800, had nothing more to offer him. He needed a bigger stage, a happy family of his own making and a career to test his undoubted talents. York would provide all three – and much more besides.

				The succession of disasters which struck the Hudsons made George’s formative years a difficult and testing time. In retrospect, though, they equipped him to cope with all the challenges that life presents – and it is extremely significant that he bore his later misfortunes with humility and stoicism. He had been there before.

				It was highly appropriate, and symbolic, that George Hudson was born in the opening year of the nineteenth century. For this was a century destined to be full of innovation and revolution, and George’s winning combination of talent, hard work and vision, plus a little luck, would enable him to take advantage of the unique opportunities provided by the Victorian era. It was only when his vision became clouded by extraordinary wealth, and his luck ran out, that the Hudson train careered off the rails.

				In 1815, however, the train was just pulling out of the station.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER TWO

				Those were the 
Days of his Life

				You don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone

				Joni Mitchell

				It is highly likely that fifteen-year-old George set off to York with a light and happy heart. His early years in Howsham had been traumatic and he would doubtless have been glad to leave them, and the village, behind. In contrast, the city of York offered independence, self-determination and advancement. George might even have seen himself as a latter-day Dick Whittington, which was appropriate enough, since he was to find that the streets of York were paved with gold.

				In 1815 the city of York was a sleeping giant. The industrial revolution, which had transformed the landscape and the economy of neighbouring West Yorkshire, had all but passed by this proud, historic city. It was still dependent on the patronage of farmers, clergy and the leading county families for its prosperity and looked on jealously as towns such as Leeds and Bradford tapped into the riches generated by huge changes in production and manufacturing. There was a real danger that York, resting on its illustrious laurels, would be consigned to the backwaters of nineteenth-century British history.

				This would not have worried young George in 1815 – though it certainly did twenty years later. He was simply concerned with finding a job, which was not too much of a problem for a willing, able-bodied and hard-working young man. Before long he became an apprentice at Nicholson and Bell’s drapers’ shop on the edge of Goodramgate and College Street, under the benign shadow of York Minster. Today these premises are owned by the National Trust, but a little plaque draws attention to where George Hudson learned his first trade.

				William Bell had actually died two years before young George arrived in York, but his widow Rebecca (née Nicholson) carried on the business and it was she who first employed the lad. This was a move that was ultimately to have tragic consequences for the Nicholson family but, in 1815, a pushy and self-confident young man was just what the business needed.

				In his old age, when he gazed back over the wreckage of his life, George Hudson was fond of saying that the years he spent in the quaint little drapers’ shop in College Street were the happiest of his life. Nostalgia can be a deceptive emotion, but there is no doubt that George was good at his job, lived an ordered existence and had no enemies baying for his blood. It was a time of contentment – and of hope. It was also a time of love.

				There were three members of the Nicholson family who were involved in the running of the shop: Rebecca and her younger brother and sister, Richard and Elizabeth, who were both to play a much more crucial, and traumatic, part in George Hudson’s life. Rebecca handed over the running of Nicholson and Bell to Richard in 1817 and everything progressed smoothly, with George learning the drapers’ and silk mercers’ trade, together with the art of salesmanship, behind the counter at College Street. He also found time to befriend and court Elizabeth, who was five years his senior.

				By all accounts, Elizabeth Nicholson was both a very plain and a very stupid young woman. Brains and beauty, however, were of little consequence to her suitor. He was more interested in her money and her connections. They, after all, could unlock doors – and usher him into a wealthy world within.

				Yet George, in his own, emotionally buttoned-up Yorkshireman’s way, did love his Elizabeth. They were to remain married throughout his extraordinary life and she would share his triumphs and his tribulations, often without understanding exactly what was going on.

				In 1821 George Hudson came of age – and celebrated in style. He became Richard Nicholson’s partner and he married Elizabeth. These events, not entirely unconnected, occurred within exactly five months of each other.

				The deed of partnership between George Hudson and Richard Nicholson, which is dated 17 February, still survives in the city of York archives. It reveals that George and Elizabeth were to live on the premises at College Street, paying a rent of £35 a year. Intriguingly, it also reveals that £6,000 worth of equity was sunk into this partnership. Most of that, surely, must have come from the Nicholsons.

				On 17 July George Hudson and Elizabeth Nicholson were married in Holy Trinity Church, Goodramgate, arguably the city of York’s most beautiful church. Richard, together with George’s older brother William and his younger sister Mary, were the witnesses. The newly-weds seemed set fair for a happy, productive and untroubled existence, though George’s impatient character – always straining at the leash – suggested their life would never be dull.

				They settled down together in the pretty bay-windowed shop and started a family. Their first three children, James, Richard and Matthew, all died young, which cast a shadow of sadness over their early life in College Street. But Elizabeth was as proficient at child-bearing as she was deficient in brains, and there was never any doubt that the Hudsons would soon have a young family of which they could justifiably be proud.

				As he approached his death in 1871, a reflective George Hudson looked back on his carefree days as a young York draper.

				The happiest part of my life was when I stood behind the counter and used the yard measure in my own shop. I had one of the snuggest businesses in York, and turned over my thirty thousand a year, five-and-twenty per cent of it being profit. My ruin was having a fortune left to me.

				It is highly unlikely that a comparatively small drapery business would have had a turnover of £30,000 a year in the 1820s, but the old man’s point remains valid. These were happy times, when his ambition was curtailed by his circumstances, and the lure of the railways with their promises of instant riches were just a distant mirage at the end of a very dark tunnel.

				The seeds of George Hudson’s destruction, however, were already being sown.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER THREE

				‘My Ruin was having
a Fortune left to Me’

				All the riches in the world may be gifts from the devil

				William Blake

				One of George and Elizabeth Hudson’s closer friends in the early years of their marriage was George’s great-uncle Matthew Bottrill. Uncle Matthew was an extremely rich man, who lived in a grand seventeenth-century house in Monkgate, just a couple of hundred yards down the road from the Hudsons’ College Street shop-cum-home.

				In the early months of 1827 Uncle Matthew, who was seventy, fell ill. George, who was not normally the most sympathetic of souls, suddenly began to spend a great deal of time at his great-uncle’s bedside. He might have been genuinely concerned about Uncle Matthew’s health, but he would also have been acutely aware of his wealth.

				Matthew Bottrill was one of the richest men in York. Apart from his house in Monkgate, he had property in the suburbs of Osbaldwick and Huntington as well as in Westow (near Malton), Whitby and in the East Yorkshire villages of Hutton Cranswick and Newton-on-Derwent. He was cash rich, too. No doubt George and his uncle talked about this extensive portfolio of property as the latter lay dying. No doubt George, employing more subtlety than usual, was attentive and understanding.

				Uncle Matthew died on 25 May 1827, leaving George Hudson an estate worth about £30,000. That was a fortune in those days and, at a stroke, transformed the College Street draper from a run-of-the-mill, lower middle-class businessman into one of York’s wealthiest men. This was a transformation which did not go unnoticed, and Hudson had to suffer malicious rumours and snide innuendo for the rest of his life. He did not mind too much at the time, because £30,000 goes a long way to soothing all forms of criticism, no matter how vitriolic. Only later, as he looked back on this pivotal moment of his life, did he voice regret at the £30,000 legacy, the bitterness it caused and the havoc it wreaked.

				It might all have been so different. For Matthew Bottrill had changed his will only weeks before his death – and it is highly likely that the original will did not leave his vast fortune to his great-nephew. Why was the will changed? And why wasn’t the bulk of Bottrill’s wealth left to his nephews and nieces, who were more closely related to him than George?

				Dr Alf Peacock, one of York’s more prominent historians and an implacable opponent of George Hudson, is in no doubt that Hudson had behaved deviously, if not immorally, by Bottrill’s bedside.

				In his hard-hitting biography of the Railway King, George Hudson, Dr Peacock writes:

				If George acted shabbily in 1827 – long before railways were considered – then his behaviour later on can be presented as being in character. Certainly, by the time he became a railway promoter, he had enjoyed considerable experience in influencing men by dubious methods. Matthew Bottrill might have been the first in a long line.

				Dr Peacock was being too harsh. It is quite possible that Bottrill introduced young George to the Nicholsons (his house was less than half a mile from their shop) and that he subsequently regarded George as his surrogate son. It is equally possible that Bottrill, seeing that the young man was making a success of the drapers’ shop, provided some of the £6,000 needed for the partnership in 1821.

				Either way, Matthew Bottrill’s astonishing legacy was the defining moment of George Hudson’s life. The poorly educated farmer’s boy from Howsham, expelled from the village for bastardy, had become one of the richest and most influential citizens in York’s social and political firmament.

				‘It was the very worst thing that could have happened to me. It let me into the railways, and to all my misfortunes since,’ said a wiser, older Hudson as he contemplated his turbulent life from miserable exile in France.

				At the time, however, George could see no further than the dazzling opportunities with which his newly inherited wealth presented him. His first decision was to move house. It was clearly inappropriate for one of York’s richest businessmen to ‘live above the shop’, so the Hudsons made the short journey from College Street, in the shadow of Monk Bar, to Monkgate and Matthew Bottrill’s elegant Charles II home at Number 44. Today, incidentally, 44 Monkgate is occupied by a firm of chartered accountants – which is ironic, given Hudson’s own dubious accounting practices!

				While Elizabeth busied herself with bearing and raising a family (George was born in 1829, quickly followed by Ann, John and William), her husband surveyed York’s political scene with his sharp and canny eye. Then, as now, local politics was an incestuous, back-stabbing and parochial affair, dominated by ‘worthies’ whose vanity far outstripped their intellect. The field was wide open for a young man with brains, vision and money.

				There has been some controversy over George Hudson’s early political and religious beliefs. Richard S. Lambert, in his engaging biography, suggests that Hudson was a Methodist in the 1820s but the evidence for this is flimsy. Hudson denied it vehemently towards the end of his life, when there would have been no harm in admitting it, and it is much more likely that he was always a traditional member of the Church of England. Significantly, his four children were all baptised into the established Church.

				His politics, however, were never in any doubt. He grew up, politically and intellectually, during Lord Liverpool’s great Conservative administration of 1812 to 1827. Liverpool, with a judicious mixture of consolidation and reform, helped to create a relatively peaceful Britain as the fires of revolution burned abroad. Hudson would have been impressed by the considerable achievements of the Tories in the 1820s and his own plain-speaking, pragmatic approach to life was more in tune with Liverpool’s party than with the patronising élitism of the Whigs.

				There was one problem, though. York was a Whig city. It was dominated by a closed Whig corporation and it would have been much easier for a young politician, eager for advancement, to espouse the Whig cause. It says much, therefore, about George Hudson the man that he did not tailor his beliefs to the prevailing political climate of the time. By 1830 he was a staunch Church of England Tory – and he never once deviated from this quintessential establishment position to his dying day.

				The opening that Hudson needed came in 1832, when the dreaded cholera visited York and caused widespread misery and distress. Altogether 185 people died, while another 265 recovered, as the disease swept through the city’s fetid slums. The situation would have been far worse, however, but for the efforts of the York Board of Health, of which Hudson was a prominent member. This task force, which had been set up specifically to deal with the cholera crisis, performed a number of brave and commendable tasks and Hudson himself distinguished himself as a spirited public servant by visiting the sick and reporting on their welfare.

				Once the cholera crisis was over, a nasty row erupted between the board and the corporation over the exact site of the burial ground for the victims of the epidemic. George Hudson, rapidly establishing a name for himself in the city, was at the centre of this row – demonstrating for the first time, in public at least, his intemperate and aggressive nature. He obviously felt deeply about the issue of the burial ground, but his rude tone and the personal nature of his attacks on his opponents made him deeply unpopular. As a result, even at the height of his fame and fortune in the 1840s, a significant section of the York establishment hated him with a vengeance.

				In the same year the Whigs introduced the Great Reform Bill, which changed the political landscape of the country by giving the middle classes the vote. It was a canny move by the Whigs, who needed to extend their narrow political power base if they were to survive the economic and social revolution that was sweeping nineteenth-century Britain. Hudson himself was not impressed. Speaking at a Tory meeting in the George Inn, Coney Street (to which the poet Shelley had eloped twenty-one years earlier), he castigated William IV and Lord Grey, the Prime Minister, for threatening to flood the House of Lords with new peers to get the Reform Bill through.

				His comment that he had ‘no objection to reform, but wished it to be carried and obtained in a constitutional way, and not by inundating the House of Lords with mere delegates’ has a special resonance today.

				Inevitably, with electoral reform in the air, the political temperature in York was high. Hudson was howled down on a couple of occasions by an unruly mob, but he had acquired a taste for the cut-and-thrust of political debate (and abuse) and he furthered his ambitions by becoming the treasurer of the York Tory party in the summer of 1832. His money had opened a crucial door, the first of many that were to swing wide open when faced by the Hudson fortune.

				The York Tories were a pretty dispirited bunch in 1832. Apart from the fact that the city was traditionally Whig, the party’s damaging split over Catholic emancipation in 1829 and the consequences of the Reform Act meant that their chances of winning even one of the two York seats in the autumn election that year were remote. And so it proved.

				That election, however, enabled George Hudson to make an indelible mark on the York political scene. He supported the candidature of John Henry Lowther, son of the wealthy baronet Sir John Lowther of Swillington Park, near Wakefield, and impressed both father and son with his enthusiasm and – almost needless to say – with his money. John Lowther may not have secured a seat in York in 1832, but George Hudson had won his first battle in what was to be a tumultuous and bloody war.

				It was inevitable, given Hudson’s political ambitions, that his drapery business would take a back seat. There was simply no way in which the College Street shop could generate the kind of money he aspired to. Brother-in-law Richard and wife Elizabeth, when she could spare the time from her young family, kept the business ticking over. Meanwhile George concentrated on looking for ways to make the Bottrill fortune work for him – and in the spring of 1833 he saw his chance.

				He became closely involved in the formation of the York Union Bank, buying a number of shares and being appointed a director. On 1 May 1833 the York Union Banking Company opened its doors for the first time, with capital of £500,000 and deposits from Sir John Lowther and other wealthy local men. Significantly the York Union Bank had close ties with Glyn’s, one of the best-known banks in London. The chairman of Glyn’s, George Glyn, just happened to be the chairman and chief promoter of the London and Birmingham Railway and other lines. Once George Hudson’s eyes alighted on the untold benefits of railway speculation, this was to be an alliance made in heaven.

				It was to prove a busy year for Hudson. The sudden death of Samuel Baynton, one of York’s two sitting MPs, forced a by-election and John Lowther junior – somewhat reluctantly – stood again. Again he was defeated, but his vigorous, high-profile campaign had been expertly managed by Hudson. The city of York was beginning to sit up and take notice of this rich, confident and pushy young man, who seemed to have a habit of getting things done – by every means at his disposal.

				It was no surprise, therefore, to discover George Hudson being nominated for, and accepting, the post of treasurer of the York Railway Committee in December 1833. This committee had been set up to examine the possibility of bringing a railway line to York, and Hudson was quick to invest in the enterprise. He could see further, much further, than the other members of the committee who simply wanted a line which would bring coal to the city. He could see, dimly at first but then ever so clearly, a vision in which he presided over the finest railway network in the world.

				The committee, blissfully unaware of the fact that they were in the process of making history, first met in Mrs Tomlinson’s Hotel in Low Petergate, York, on 30 December 1833. Composed of York’s leading lawyers and businessmen, the committee discussed the importance of transporting cheap coal into York by rail. Everyone agreed that the city was missing out on the benefits of the industrial revolution, which were being so clearly enjoyed in the neighbouring West Riding, and it was hoped that cheap coal might drag York into the nineteenth century.

				As the meeting broke up, with officers elected and a plan of action formulated, George Hudson’s head must have been swimming with ideas. The railways might have been in their infancy, but their rapid growth was creating a brand-new world full of exciting opportunities. Their time had come – and so had George Hudson’s. At Mrs Tomlinson’s that night, the Railway King had taken the first step towards his throne. His life would never be the same again.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER FOUR

				On the Right 
Tracks

				I have been ever of the opinion that revolutions are not to be evaded

				Benjamin Disraeli

				As the year 1833 drew to a close, the age of the railways was about to begin in earnest. The nature and extent of this railway revolution was as yet but dimly understood, but the more perspicacious of men realised that life would be transformed once the rail network began to spread its tentacles across the country.

				It is always dangerous to place precise dates on the beginning of a movement or an age, but the opening of the Stockton and Darlington Railway on 27 September 1825 is generally regarded as the symbolic start of the great railway era. This was the first public railway worked by steam and it set the pattern for the development of railway systems across the world.

				Enthusiasts will point out that the Loughborough and Nanpantan line, opened in 1788, was the world’s first public railway. They might also claim that the Swansea and Mumbles line became the first passenger railway in 1806. But it is generally agreed that the Stockton and Darlington line was the first railway to be worked by steam, although for several years after its gala opening that September day, its steam traction was reserved for freight.

				The prime mover in the development of the railways was George Stephenson, a brilliant engineer who was to play a significant part in George Hudson’s own meteoric rise to fame and fortune. Stephenson, born in 1781 in a mining village not far from Newcastle, had developed the Locomotion, a pioneering mobile steam engine, and it was the Locomotion No 1 which pulled the freight train from Darlington to Stockton Quay on that historic occasion in 1825. Hudson was still in his drapers’ shop when Stephenson was being hailed as a national hero, but their paths were to cross presently – with far-reaching consequences.

				Once the Stockton and Darlington line had proved to be a viable money-making exercise, it was followed by the Liverpool to Manchester railway, which was opened in September 1830 to carry passengers as well as freight, and then a succession of other smaller lines up and down the country. Circumstance and need, rather than any grand design, shaped the geographical position and routes of these tracks. It was a lottery, but it was a very lucrative lottery. That is why railway committees, such as the one formed at Mrs Tomlinson’s Hotel at the end of 1833, sprang up in every large English town.

				It must be said that George Hudson took his role on the York Railway Committee much more seriously than most of his colleagues. That is why he was appointed the committee’s treasurer; that is why he bought most of the shares which were on offer at the committee’s inaugural meeting; and that is why he accompanied the surveyor, George Rennie, on most of his site visits on the proposed York to Leeds line. No other committee member showed remotely the same level of interest. It was to be their loss, and George Hudson’s gain.

				The chairman of the York Railway Committee was James Meek. Meek, a leading city businessman, was a Liberal and a Methodist, neither of which endeared him to Hudson, and the two men detested each other. Meek managed to keep his hatred under control while Hudson was making fortunes for himself and others, but he was the first to dance on the Railway King’s grave once Hudson fell from grace. Indeed, the hypocrisy of Meek and his acolytes would prove truly staggering – and morally reprehensible.

				In 1834, however, James Meek was willing to allow the dynamic Hudson to force the pace, because it was in the general interest to build a railway line between York and Leeds and bring cheap coal into the ailing cathedral city.

				As Meek himself explained:

				The great advantage attendant on this project would be the reduction in the price of that necessary article of consumption, coal, and I have no doubt that York will one day become a manufacturing town as there could be little obstacle when coal could be delivered here at the same expense as Leeds.

				In 1834 George Rennie presented his report to the committee and suggested that horses, rather than locomotives, should ‘power’ the trains on the York–Leeds line on the grounds of cost. This was not at all what the committee had expected, but Hudson’s interest in the potential of a railway linking York and Leeds had been awakened. It was quickened when he met the legendary George Stephenson, quite by chance, in Whitby that summer.

				Hudson was visiting Whitby to inspect some of the property on West Cliff which had been left to him by great-uncle Matthew Bottrill. By an extraordinary coincidence, Stephenson was also in town. The two men were introduced and struck up a firm friendship, which was only threatened when Hudson became very grand at the height of his fame in the 1840s. In the 1830s and early 1840s, they complemented each other perfectly. It was Stephenson’s genius to design and build engines and lines; it was Hudson’s to promote and finance his friend’s schemes and turn his dreams into reality.

				It would be stretching the truth, however, to say that this partnership bore immediate fruit. In 1834 George Hudson was not yet a railway entrepreneur and George Stephenson was more interested in a series of projects in the Midlands. Legend has it that Hudson told Stephenson to ‘mak all t’railways cum t’York’, but there is no evidence for this. Nevertheless, when the two Georges did team up, York’s position as one of the country’s most important railway centres was assured.

				It was clear that Rennie’s idea of horse-drawn trains was a retrograde step – even if it might save money in the short term. In 1835 Stephenson was able to persuade the members of the York committee that they must use locomotive engines, rather than horses, on any line to be built between York and Leeds. More importantly, he also drew the attention of Hudson and his committee colleagues to his ‘Midland projects’, one of which was a line between Derby and Leeds. This line, as Hudson understood at once, had immense possibilities. It would open up links between Leeds and London – and revolutionise Britain’s rail network.

				But how could the city of York become involved? Wasn’t it in danger of losing out again to Leeds, as it had during the industrial revolution? George Hudson, with his razor-sharp mind and uncluttered vision, seized the moment. Why didn’t the railway committee’s proposed line from York to Leeds connect with George Stephenson’s Leeds–Derby project at a West Yorkshire town such as Normanton or Methley? This was a stroke of genius, and the railway committee, meeting at the York Guildhall in the summer of 1835, needed no persuading to accept Hudson’s bold plan. Thus the historic York and North Midland Railway was born.
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‘...a passionate yet meticulously researched work of genuine scholarship’
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