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Introduction

For anyone embarking on their first book, it would be sound advice to avoid opting for too broad a topic – a narrow field that offers plenty of depth is preferable. Sadly I have completely failed to take this sound concept into consideration.

East Anglia is a large region, even when reduced to its logical minimum of four counties, and as with other parts of the country, its railway history has been a convoluted one. Most of the companies mentioned in these pages could justify a book of their own, and in many cases already boast at least one title devoted to their individual histories. In writing this book I have attempted to give an overview of East Anglian railway development, beginning with the early tram-roads of Essex and continuing up until the present day (and even into the near future); this results in the condensation of 218 years of reasonably linear development into a relatively small space. Naturally this requires painting with a rather broad brush, but I would hope that this book provides a worthy introduction to the topic, as well as being an entertaining read into the bargain.




A band of Norfolk Railway Society members poses for the camera next to Gresley V2 No. 60948 in 1961. Third from the right is the late Alan Taylor, from whose collection many images in this book are sourced.



Naturally I must offer thanks to those who, in one way or another, have been of assistance to me whilst writing this book. Charlotte Clark of Suffolk Libraries deserves special mention for sourcing a veritable mountain of excellent resource material, more in fact than I could ever hope to process or indeed carry. Likewise the staff of the Lowestoft branch of the Suffolk Archives are to be complimented on their friendly and helpful assistance. The Crowood Press deserves acknowledgement for having sufficient confidence to allow me to write the book in the first place.

Both Simon MacDowall and Dominic Knight are to be thanked for giving me genuinely useful guidance regarding writing, and Lindsay and Christina Clubb for allowing a complete stranger to photograph their home – whilst Andrew Martin deserves the blame for encouraging me to write in the first place.

Final credit must, of course, go to my family, who have not only given encouragement throughout, but have also listened to more tedious unsolicited railway facts over the past year and a half than any mortal being should ever be required to do. Their sacrifice has not gone unnoticed.

I have tried wherever possible to draw information from more than one source, and to make sure that the information in this book is, indeed, accurate. Any errors or misattributions are therefore regrettable, and as such are entirely my own.

Oliver Densham,
5 April 2021


CHAPTER 1

East Anglia Before the Railways

East Anglia is composed of four English counties, which together form a characteristic bulge that swells out from the east coast of the mainland of Britain into the waters of the North Sea. As a result, a long and attractive coastline makes up the bulk of the region’s northern and eastern boundaries, affording East Anglia a rich seafaring tradition and fishing industry, and giving many of the coastal towns a thriving tourist trade in the summer months. To the south, the region is bounded by the River Thames as it carves its path from the coast to the capital, while the western inland boundary is defined more by convention than actual topography, with the counties of Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire and Lincolnshire grouped along the westward fringes.




Railway companies of East Anglia.



Ancient History

Norfolk and Suffolk were the first counties to collectively make up East Anglia, these two being home respectively to the ancient Briton ‘North Folk’ and ‘South Folk’, settled tribes of the Iceni resident in the area at the time of Caesar’s arrival in Britain in 55bc. Initially pragmatic enough to ally themselves with the Roman Empire, they were later to be led, along with the Trinovantes, in rebellion by Boadicea (or Boudicca, or Buduica, according to taste) around ad60, an enterprise that did not go particularly well.

The residence of the Iceni has left its mark in some of the placenames of Suffolk and Norfolk, including that of King’s Lynn (Lean being a Brittonic term for an agricultural holding), and more literally in the name of the small Suffolk village of Iken.

The reign of the Iceni did not, however, survive the sixth-century invasion of the Anglo-Saxons, and it is from the Angles that East Anglia derives its modern name. An independent kingdom under the Anglo-Saxons, the region was ruled by the pleasingly named Wuffingas dynasty, named for King Wuffa, who despite having an entire dynasty named after him, may or may not have existed.




Britannia Class 70037 Hereward the Wake at Audley End Junction in the 1950s. Hereward was an Anglo-Saxon nobleman from the Cambridgeshire Fens, remembered for his role in the rebellion against the Norman Conquest.



Raedwald became the first East Anglian king not born a Wuffinga, and was also the first Christian king of East Anglia. His burial site at Sutton Hoo, close to the River Deben, was discovered in 1936 and yielded a rich harvest of artefacts of high quality, some of which are to be seen in the British Museum, with others on display at the exhibition hall built on the site in 2001.

The last king to wear the crown of East Anglia was Saint Edmund, king and martyr, whose reign ended with the arrival of the Viking hordes in ad869; the Vikings defeated Edmund in his attempts to expel them from the region, and killed him by tying him to a tree and shooting him with arrows. According to legend, the Danes then cut off his head and abandoned it – for reasons presumably best known to themselves – in the woods, where it lay until it was conveniently pointed out to his supporters by a ghostly wolf, allowing it to be recovered and reunited with the rest of him. He was buried, predictably enough, at Bury St Edmunds, although his remains were moved to a safer location in France during the Dissolution of the Monasteries.

Ultimately East Anglia became an area that can be generally defined by the amalgamation of the four counties of Suffolk, Norfolk, Cambridgeshire and Essex. Whilst it was not perhaps quite as flat as Nöel Coward suggested, it has a landscape of gentle character and subtlety, which included large areas of wetland and fen until large expanses of the latter were reclaimed through extensive reclamation programmes starting in the seventeenth century.

Of all the cities in the region, Norwich in Norfolk is the largest, established by the Iceni in the fifth century. Commercially powerful, the city thrived on the wool trade, and was, barring London, England’s biggest city up until the eighteenth century, at which point growing industrialization elsewhere in the country led to a slow decline in Norwich’s fortunes.

In Cambridgeshire, the cities of Cambridge and Peterborough command the greatest significance, the ancient city of Cambridge having been the site of prehistoric settlement as well as Iron Age communities from the first century bc. As well as being an early centre of academia, the city thrived on trade links, which grew exponentially with the arrival of the Vikings in the year 875. This role as a trading centre continued even into the nineteenth century, meaning that, unlike Norwich, Cambridge continued to prosper as the Industrial Revolution dramatically altered the economic framework of the country. Peterborough, in its turn, stands out as a city with greater ties to industry, particularly its long tradition of brickmaking. A city located on the Cambridgeshire Fens, Peterborough proper owes its establishment to the foundation of a monastery there in 655.




Map of East Anglian Railways, c. 1921.



Ipswich, in Suffolk, can trace its roots back to the Anglo-Saxons, developing as an important port with strong trade links with the Baltic. Ipswich also has a long tradition in brewing, the Cobbold Brewery commencing business in 1746. The name of Cobbold, it should be noted, is one that will appear frequently in these pages. Bury St Edmunds, too, has a strong brewing connection, being home to the Greene King Brewery. The town can trace its history back to AD633 and the construction of a monastery that would grow to become one of the richest religious establishments in the country before the Dissolution. More recently the town boasts a major employer in the form of the Silver Spoon Sugar Refinery, built in 1921.

Moving to the county of Essex, Colchester is widely believed to be Britain’s oldest recorded town, reference to its original Celtic name being traced as far back as 20BC. The Romans established a garrison there, and the town has retained its military connections ever since. In mediaeval times Colchester became known as a centre for the weaving industry, and even boasts of its own earthquake, which took place in 1884. Modern-day Colchester, by virtue of its good rail and road connections with London, has become something of a centre for commuter living.


The Three Crowns

The Kingdom of East Anglia is heraldically represented by three crowns, a device that inspired M.R. James’ unsettling ghost story, A Warning to the Curious. Set in Aldeburgh, Suffolk, the story was adapted for television by the BBC in 1972, transferring the location to the Norfolk coastline around Holkham and Wells-Next-The-Sea, with the all-important railway shots filmed on the preserved North Norfolk Railway at Weyborne.



Pre-Railway Transport in East Anglia

In an age of instant communication on a global scale, and liberated by freely available, mechanized personal transport, it is difficult for us to understand the impact that the early railways had on the communities they served. Prior to the noisy advent of the steam locomotive, the fastest mode of land transport was offered by the horse, whilst inland navigation was the only feasible option for bulk transportation, the progression of which could be easily outstripped at a comfortable walking pace.

Stage- and Mailcoaches

For long-haul journeys the only practical solution (disregarding those whose financial position enabled them to maintain their own coach and team of horses) was the stagecoach, services of timetabled coaches drawn along established routes for the convenience of fare-paying passengers, a system that appears to have been established circa 1610.

Thus began a tradition that was to last some 200 years on the roads of Britain, but even with improvements in both vehicles and road surfaces, the capabilities of the horses set the upper limit. Speeds between 5 and 10mph (8–16km/h) meant that journeys between major cities would often be measured in days, and a network of coaching inns spread over the country’s highways to serve the dual tasks of supplying fresh beasts to replace the exhausted teams of horses, and offering food and accommodation to the passengers. Conditions en route could be cramped, uncomfortable and exhausting, not to mention intolerably cold in the winter months.

The stagecoach routes generally radiated outwards across the country like the spokes of a wheel, with London forming the hub. By 1750, East Anglia could claim a number of stagecoach services, with Chelmsford, Ipswich, Norwich, Cambridge and King’s Lynn all being connected to the capital. At that time, the journey by stage between Cambridge and London was timetabled to take two days.

Many of these coaches bore names, some of which have passed down into modern parlance on the mastheads of newspapers – such as The Times or The Courier – underlining the role that the stages had in bringing the news from one location to another. Others were more colourful but less durable: the London–Boston coach, which passed through Cambridgeshire via Huntingdon and Peterborough, was known as Perseverance, whilst that to Hatfield was Sovereign. London to Hitchin was the stamping ground of Kershaw’s Safety Coach. Since all of the above offered roughly twice the number of seats outside as they did inside, safety (on the roads of the day) must have been by all accounts a relative term.

A further development of the system was that of the mail coaches, conceived in 1782 by John Palmer for the post office. Prior to this date the mail had been carried by relays of men on horseback travelling from ‘post’ to ‘post’ – hence the name. These individuals were highly vulnerable to attack, and the whole system simply took too long. By 1784 four routes were up and running, Norwich becoming one of the first cities in the country to receive its mail in this way. The coaches were a significant improvement over the old system, and soon spread throughout the country, achieving impressive (for the era) journey times.

Much of the perceived romance surrounding the stagecoach era stems from its twilight years – the coming of the railways broke the coaching trade’s dominion with such speed, comfort and capacity that the old ways simply could not compete. The fickleness of human nature is such that at this point, many of the discomforts and inconveniences of the old stage routes were quietly forgotten in favour of a nostalgic memory of rubicund landlords, glossy horses and bright spring mornings that seemed less harsh and impersonal than the modern, noisy, smoky railroads striding across the countryside. It was ever thus, and as railways began to close in the 1950s and 1960s, displaced in their turn by the car and the new motorways, the railways took their turn in the sentimental limelight.

Inland Navigation

The turnpikes and coaches were of less use when it came to transporting material in bulk. Moving heavy materials was a slow and expensive process by road, the upkeep of heavy horses and the limited loads they could haul meaning that prices per ton were high, and rose disproportionately with each mile thus travelled, impacting heavily on the profitability of any material carried.

Transporting such loads by water brought far greater efficiency in terms of cost per ton per mile, albeit at a pace even slower than that of road haulage. In his short paper Navigable waterways and the economy of England and Wales, Max Satchell describes the transportation of a load of chalk marl from Thorpe (Norwich) to Woodbastwick, a distance of roughly eight miles. Rather than transport it by road, it was found to be cheaper to ship the marl down to Yarmouth on the River Yare, a distance of some 21 miles (34km), then back up the River Bure to Woodbastwick for a similar distance.

It should be noted that the waterways mentioned above are both naturally occurring rivers, rather than man-made canals. This was the case for many navigations in East Anglia, the natural waterways being ‘improved’ for navigation purposes, rather than embracing the wholesale construction of canals proper so characteristic of the industrial areas in the midlands and to the north of the country. Even as late as 1835, when the inland navigation system was beginning its slow decline in the face of competition from the new railways, there was a notable dearth of useful waterways towards the centre of East Anglia; as an example, all goods to or from London had to travel by sea around the bulging coastline of the region to or from the mouth of the Thames – no inland route existed from the capital.

Doubtless this had much to do with the agricultural character of the region – had mineral deposits worthy of exploitation been present in any quantity, a more extensive network of canals would have been built up. Nonetheless, such waterways as there were did sterling work for many years, and evidence of them can still be seen today: the Maltings at Snape on the River Alde still retains its quay, and with a little imagination one can still perceive the extensive facilities at Halesworth, where further maltings buildings still stand, and Quay Street retains many of the buildings associated with a thriving and prosperous quayside. (A few hundred yards away at the top of the hill behind the old maltings is Halesworth station, which should give a clue as to where all that traffic went to.)




Norfolk wherry, captured on the Broads in 1892 by John Payne Jennings.



Rather than the characteristic narrowboats associated with canal traffic, East Anglians would become familiar with sailing lighters, trading wherries and Thames estuary barges, the latter capable of undertaking the sea journey around the coast from the Thames to the inlets of the East Anglian rivers.

The problem, as ever, was that of getting the goods from the quayside to wherever they needed to be. Not everywhere was within reach of a navigable waterway, and the prices of certain goods could still be high after road transport from the quayside. Coal was a significant case, and the price of coal in the early nineteenth century was a major factor in the development of industry. What was needed was a form of transport that was not only efficient, but also fast – and flexible enough to reach a far wider number of inland locations than could ever be possible with the waterway network.

The First Railways

In the north of the country, the early development of railways as a faster and far more flexible alternative to inland navigation was driven by the pace of industrial growth, which in its turn was driven by the rich mineral deposits and raw materials that were locally available. In the north of England, iron plateways were already a familiar sight in the eighteenth century, whilst even before the dawn of the nineteenth century there were those who were turning their imagination towards the transformation of the huge, inefficient stationary steam engines of Thomas Newcomen and James Watt into compact, powerful machines that just might be able to propel themselves along the iron road and perhaps even outperform the horse. In fact, had it not been for the restrictive patents of Boulton & Watt and their litigious enforcement of the same, the world might have seen the first steam locomotive set upon rails before the eighteenth century had passed.

In East Anglia, however, matters were different. The region was almost exclusively agricultural, with few mineral deposits to be exploited within the four counties, and very little industry compared with other parts of the country. The population was quite thinly spread, the east of England being characterized by relatively small settlements, market towns and villages whose commercial enterprises were restricted to supplying the wants of a local agricultural population. Beyond the typical red brick, flint and clay tile of the region, the bulk of raw material for any industrial activity, such as coal, minerals or iron, had to be brought in by sea.

Whilst there were some early isolated implementations of rail transport to the south-west of the county in the earliest years, as will be explained in this chapter, the rural nature of East Anglia did not initially provide a fertile environment for the growth of that new phenomenon, the iron road. The nature of its commercial prospects, unlike those of the north, meant that the demand for flexible forms of heavy transportation simply did not exist, whilst the raw materials for the development of such technology were not native to the area.

On reflection, this seems something of a chicken-and-egg situation – industry simply could not flourish in such a region unless the railway facilitated its growth, and the lack of that self-same industry meant that the driving force that was behind the growth of the railways in other parts of the country was simply absent. Furthermore, it would seem evident in retrospect that the railway would be of considerable benefit to a region with a far-flung population – although it should be borne in mind that in the early years of the nineteenth century, the railway was not perceived primarily as a form of transport for people. The early railway was an industrial and commercial tool, and it was only later that the benefit of conveying passengers was realized and exploited.

Horse Tram-Roads

Prior to beginning the research for this chapter, I had assumed that the story of rail transport in East Anglia would begin with the incorporation of the Eastern Counties Railway by Act of Parliament in 1836. In fact the narrative starts much earlier. Notwithstanding the arguably fraudulent promotion of the Norfolk and Suffolk Rail-Road Company in 1824, to be discussed later in this chapter, the appearance of mineral tram-roads in parts of Essex can be traced back to 1805, representing an early adoption of the technology for this predominantly rural area.




Horse-drawn Purfleet wagon.



Mineral tram-roads, by which is meant primitive iron railways or plateways, were a familiar sight in the industrial North East in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They reduced the rolling resistance of laden vehicles through the use of a low friction interface between an iron wheel and an iron rail, meaning that over an established route, far greater tonnages could be moved easily by a single horse. In this regard the tram-roads of Essex, built early in the nineteenth century, were latecomers to the table. However, to put them in a wider context, only two years before, in 1803, Cornish engineer Richard Trevithick set the world’s first steam locomotive successfully on the rails of the Pen-Y-Darren tramway in Wales, laying the foundations for the Railway Age that would change the face of industry in the latter part of the century.

Three significant tram-roads were built in Essex, the first being that constructed by a Mr Whitbread in 1805, to serve his chalk quarry at Purfleet, on the banks of the Thames. It utilized iron rails, which at this time would have been cast, rather than wrought iron, laid to a gauge of 3ft 6in and which, according to contemporary reports, increased sixfold the amount of material that could be moved by a single horse. Quite a technological novelty in the region at that time, it is described as effecting a reduction in the number of beasts fully employed in haulage from a stable of twenty-five to a mere four, with a commensurate saving in cost – an archetype for the many similar systems that sprang up in quarrying or mining districts elsewhere all over the country.

Typically in their turn, the more established systems would evolve further into fully fledged railways, although there were many (albeit truncated) systems operating in Wales and Shropshire that hung on to horse haulage well into the 1950s, before being finally replaced by road transport.

The Cheshunt Monorail

Mr Whitbread’s tram-road was considered noteworthy at the time, but perhaps not quite as noteworthy as the venture of Henry Palmer at Cheshunt, serving a brick and tile works in the Lea Valley. Engaged by individuals who were either exceptionally far-sighted or possibly just easily misled, Palmer had worked under the great canal engineer Thomas Telford before achieving eminence in his own right as an engineer and founder member of the Institution of Civil Engineers in 1818.




The first monorail in Essex – contemporary drawing of Henry Palmer’s monorail.



Curiously, since he will appear again in these pages, Palmer had campaigned strongly against the Liverpool and Manchester Railway in favour of canal interests, but at Cheshunt, he had a new and bold invention to spring upon his clients. He had developed a horse-drawn monorail – apparently his own uninfluenced invention, although his priority is in some quarters contested on the grounds of an apparently abortive experiment in Russia a year previously – although this latter differed significantly from Palmer’s invention in its details.

Palmer’s system consisted of stout wooden baulks, supported approximately 3ft 6in above ground level on equally stout timber posts placed at intervals of 10ft. On top of the baulks were laid wrought-iron rails, described in the Mechanics’ Magazine in August 1825 as being ‘4in wide, convex on the top, 1/4in thick at the edges, and 12in thick at the centre’. If this account were true, it would make for a very odd section indeed, and being wrought iron rather than cast, the rails would probably have had sufficient inherent strength and resilience to render the timber baulks quite unnecessary. In fact it sounds quite improbable, leading one to suspect that the description is, at least, rather poorly expressed, and in the absence of a clear illustration it is quite hard to envisage precisely what Palmer’s rail looked like.




Palmer’s Deptford monorail.



The account in the Mechanics’ Magazine goes on to describe in fuller detail the construction of this idiosyncratic permanent way, revealing quite a complex assembly, and to judge from the frequency with which ‘levelling wedges’ are mentioned, rather a difficult one to set up satisfactorily. Coupled with the fact that the entire line was constructed in what was described as a ‘dry ditch, nine feet wide’, it sounds very much as if Mr Palmer’s design obviated most of the now understood benefits of such a system, these being the simple nature of construction and the almost total elimination of the costly groundworks normally associated with rail haulage systems.

When also considering that one horse could pull only two wagons, which implies a capability roughly two-thirds less than that of Whitbread’s conventional plateway, one has to wonder whether those who commissioned Mr Palmer to construct his monorail felt in hindsight that they had really received value for money. Palmer went on to become resident engineer for the London Docks Company, and experimented further with the monorail at Deptford, of which latter installation drawings do exist, indicating a far more sensible use of both land and materials – so presumably (in its inventor’s eyes at least) the idea had potential, although it failed to garner the same acceptance as another of his inventions for the LDCo. – galvanized corrugated iron sheeting.

More Monorails

In its defence, the industrial monorail, whilst unusual, is by no means such an outlandish oddity. ‘What goes around comes around’, as they say, and apart from isolated and peculiar experiments such as the Lartigue system (of which the famous Listowel and Ballybunion Railway in Ireland is perhaps the most notable example), a thoroughly successful, portable modular monorail system was developed by Road Machines (Drayton) Ltd in 1949 and became a successful industrial product – especially for temporary works, where, unlike Mr Palmer’s system, its flexibility, impermanence and low cost made it an ideal solution.




The second monorail in Essex – Frederick Hester’s curious contraption in 1902.






Another shot of the Hester monorail.



It is unlikely that monorails will receive any further mention within these pages, being a rather outré mode of transport even in the present day, so it is worth mentioning at this point that Palmer’s was not the only monorail constructed in Essex. In 1902, an entrepreneur named Frederick Hester constructed a short monorail (or, as Hester termed it, a ‘mono-metal tramway’) on Canvey Island for the conveyance of tourists.

This was all part of Hester’s grand plan to turn the island into an idyllic holiday resort for smog-choked Londoners eager to escape the capital, which included the development of fashionable villas and a seafront esplanade, as well as a lavish winter gardens and palace. The monorail system was to serve these attractions as well as providing a link to the ferry quay for incoming visitors, and ultimately a link to the GER mainline at Southend.

Although these plans faltered before their full extent could be realized, a part of the monorail was built and operated, although on a far humbler scale than was originally intended. Looking frankly rather homemade, it greatly exceeded Palmer’s brainchild in terms of curiosity, and even in terms of economy, the single rail being simply laid on the ground on timber sleepers like a conventional railway line. Above this, the single passenger vehicle balanced precariously on a pair of grooved wheels, prevented from toppling over by two shafts that sprouted from the side of the vehicle, between which was harnessed a rather woebegone horse. The unfortunate animal thus became a stabilizer for the inherently unstable trolley, as well as providing its means of propulsion.

A contemporary publication, Daly’s History of Canvey Island, hailed the monorail as a unique and innovative form of transport, implying that the concept was Hester’s alone; but in fact the Canvey Island system was practically identical to that developed by Henry Jules Caillet in 1896 for use in industrial applications.

Hester had hoped to electrify his monorail and develop it further, but like many of his dreams, it was not to be. He was declared bankrupt in 1906, and his effects were sold at auction – presumably it was at this time that his curious monorail also ceased to operate.

The First Railway Proposals

Whilst the iron tramway certainly showed off the advantages to be gained from rail transport, in this initial stage of development it was of limited practicality as a long-distance transport solution. Longer tram-roads were proposed within East Anglia, most notably from Bishop’s Stortford to Clayhithe under the ambitious title of ‘Rennie’s Northern Rail-Road’, and with still greater ambition, one from London to Norwich – but perhaps unsurprisingly, these remained unbuilt, and information relating to them is scarce. The technology of the crude tramway still needed some time to evolve into the railway proper before long-distance routes could be sensibly considered.

But by 1818 things were, both literally and figuratively, starting to move. In the north of England, plans were being tentatively made for what was to become the Stockton and Darlington Railway, finally incorporated by Act of Parliament in 1821 and engineered by the great George Stephenson. This would come to be recognized as the first ‘proper’ railway, hauling passengers and freight between two major cities, and hauled (for freight initially, at least) by ‘locomotive engines’.

The Norfolk & Suffolk Rail-Road

The ripples of this new technological revolution percolated into East Anglia in 1824, when large and florid (in their prose, at least) advertisements appeared in the Norfolk Chronicle and other regional papers, inviting subscription to the ‘Norfolk & Suffolk Rail-Road Company’. This enterprise sought to drive a rail link through the counties of Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex into London, and described in flamboyant terms the many benefits to trade that would result from such a link, all for the bargain sum of £980,000.

These advertisements turned up late in December of that year, along with a character recorded only as ‘Mr Smith’, who had arrived in Bury St Edmunds hot foot from London on Christmas Eve. It is difficult not to conjure up images of Dickensian snow-swept streets and tall hats as the stranger failed (perhaps unsurprisingly, since it was Christmas Eve) to seek out a local solicitor by the name of Borton. Presumably Mr Smith spent his Christmas in Bury, because a few days later he succeeded in making contact with Mr Borton, who, he hoped, would be interested in a proposition from one Mr J. Wilkes, in whose name he was apparently acting.

Wilkes was a junior partner in a firm of solicitors, Wilkes & Verbecke of New Broad Street, London – who in their turn were acting on behalf of the promoters of this bold new scheme. Their business with Borton was, on the face of it, simple: they wished him to drum up subscriptions for their share issue in the County of Suffolk, presumably believing that Borton’s knowledge and local reputation would remove any potential doubts in the minds of rural investors.

In this last assumption they were rather wide of the mark. Presumably it was due to no blot on Borton’s personal escutcheon, but the ‘Railway Mania’ of the 1830s was still some years away, and his well-meaning approaches were met with a marked lack of enthusiasm from would-be investors, much to the frustration of Wilkes and Verbecke. Smith, the emissary (Wilkes charmingly referred to him in correspondence as his ‘factotum’), remained in Bury St Edmunds until New Year’s Day, returning to London presumably with the sense of a job well done – but soon after his return difficulties started to appear.

A letter to the Bury and Norwich Post was published on 5 January: this questioned the need for a railway that would serve towns that already had good communications via the existing waterways, and it also questioned the propriety of the promoter’s approach, particularly their practice of soliciting for the uptake of shares without indulging in the formality of holding public meetings to complement their eulogistic prospectuses. Perhaps the London promoters had not bargained for the caution of East Anglian landowners, but few, if any shares were sold in the region, and no one of any reputation would allow their name to be associated with the promotion.

By 19 January – for whatever their failings, these early promoters did not want for energy – a new prospectus had appeared, naming the company directors and, significantly, the engineer who had been instructed to prepare the plans and sections for the route – one Mr Henry Palmer, presumably now no longer wedded to monorails, and apparently no longer implacably opposed to railways.

The Process of Planning a Railway

A note here would perhaps not go amiss on the legal procedure for implementing a public railway at the time, as it becomes a defining part of the narrative for all proposed railways discussed later. In simple terms, a prospectus was issued to gather shareholders, thus raising the necessary capital to proceed with the initial surveys and the formation of a promoting company. An engineer would be appointed to survey the route, hopefully with an eye both to efficiency of operation and eventual capital cost, preparing an in-depth proposal that would form the basis of an application for an Act of Parliament; this in its turn, if granted, would give the company powers to compulsorily purchase the land needed from the private landowners.

Simple in theory, this proved less practicable in reality, as not all landowners wanted railways ploughing through their property, and during the railway boom of the 1830s and 1840s it was not uncommon for engineers and their assistants to face hostile and even violent opposition from the landowners for what often amounted to a professional trespass upon their land. Subsequent surveys would then have to be submitted to a Clerk of the Peace in every county traversed, prior to the completed proposal being submitted to Parliament. Come the 1840s, when Parliament sought to stem the apparently limitless flow of improbable schemes, a time limit was set on these submissions, resulting in many undignified scenes as rushed proposals were flung on to the desks of the local clerks by panting solicitors, arriving on steaming horses to hammer on the doors mere minutes before the midnight deadline in a desperate bid to deposit their plans.

When, and if, the parliamentary act was granted, power was given to the companies to call upon their shareholders for funds up to a limit set by the act, a limit that developed a tendency to be modified by further acts as costs almost inevitably overran – often to the chagrin of the shareholders. Of this, more anon, as it became an almost universal rite of passage for any major route.

The Plans Start to Unravel

By the time of the shareholders’ meeting in March 1826 there were some rather significant problems appearing on the horizon for the Norfolk, Suffolk & Essex Rail-Road, as it had by now become. Only a small proportion of the total shareholding had been taken up, and there was scant enthusiasm for the project amongst the East Anglian landowners. Palmer had submitted his fee invoice, but had thus far received nothing beyond his expenses. Other fees were owing, and those that had been paid stood up poorly to dispassionate scrutiny, casting doubt upon the integrity of some of the directors, and not least upon the mysterious and remote character of Mr Wilkes. The upshot of all this was the appointment of a Committee of Inquiry, which had the double-edged effect of making Mr Wilkes seem altogether rather less mysterious, but also far shadier than the worried shareholders might be supposed to have liked.

Wilkes, it transpired, had his fingers in a number of pies – his involvement, for example, in the Cornwall and Devon Mining Company had somehow lost that company quite a large sum of money (a large proportion of it, one presumes, somehow finding its way into the pockets of Mr Wilkes). He had also contrived to become MP for Sudbury – perhaps wisely from his point of view, as it was at that time impossible for a seated MP to be imprisoned for debt – but those who backed his political campaign had found, as the Rail-Road Company was now finding, that their out-of-pocket expenses on his behalf were proving impossible to recoup. A charge of forgery against him – by the British Annuity Company – collapsed, and he died in 1846 without apparently paying any of his debts, regardless of whether they were financial or societal.

It is difficult, in retrospect, to discern whether the Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex Rail-Road was a swindle from start to finish, or simply a well-intentioned (albeit rather optimistic) scheme that had the misfortune to be hijacked by an opportunist crook, but the end result was still the same. The Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex Rail-Road, which, had it been completed, would have been a bold and notable pioneer alongside the Stockton and Darlington and Liverpool and Manchester Railways, was never built. It would be another ten years before East Anglia joined the railway revolution, but at least Wilkes, and his factotum Smith, had sown a seed of interest that would bear liberal fruit in the years to come.

Other (Less Criminal) Schemes

Oddly enough, whilst all this high-profile chicanery was going on, Henry Palmer, clearly rather less concerned about canal navigation in the east than he had been in the north, was promoting a railway scheme of his own – from London to Ipswich. This enthusiasm on Palmer’s part was no doubt connected with the fact that he had been engaged to survey and engineer a new dock for Ipswich, but ultimately his grand plan for the railway, whilst rather more scrupulous than that of his contemporaries on the Norfolk & Suffolk, likewise came to nothing.
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