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AUTHOR’S NOTE





In this book, I have used ‘tube’ normally to refer to the deep-level lines and ‘Underground’ for the whole system even before the name was in current use; the Metropolitan District is referred to as the District to avoid confusion; and, to make the book more easily readable, I have avoided acronyms as much as possible.














PREFACE TO THE 2020 EDITION






As I write in the summer of 2020, the London Underground is carrying fewer people than at any time since the Second World War and is facing a financial crisis of unprecedented proportions as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic and its aftermath. The system, along with the rest of Transport for London, is on life support, being bailed out by a reluctant government which is gradually regaining control by forcing through fares rises and other measures. As a result, the future of the system is in doubt. While this does not represent an existential crisis, as the Underground will always be a central part of the capital’s transport infrastructure, the reduction in passenger numbers and the consequent loss of income means that any future investment or expansion plans are likely to be reassessed.


Four months after the beginning of the lockdown, there is little sign that life will return to normal any time soon. The infection rate and the death toll are both far lower, but theatres remain closed and football and cricket are being played behind closed doors. Crowded tube trains full of strap-hanging commuters breathing all over each other are an increasingly distant memory and it is not at all certain when the fear of infection will be sufficiently reduced to allow people to feel confident again about travelling in those conditions. It may well be a year or more before theatres can reopen and crowds can attend sports events, all of which will continue to delay a return to normal.


As a result of fears of catching the disease on public transport, backed by very strong messaging about insisting that only ‘essential travel’ should be undertaken, passenger numbers at one point plummeted to around 5 per cent of normal and have been slow to pick up because of continued injunctions from the authorities not to use public transport. As a result, car use is bound to increase in the capital, although moderated in central London by a steep increase in the congestion charge, and many journeys previously undertaken on the Tube will now take place on the roads.


While the crisis caused by the pandemic will eventually be overcome, the situation it will leave behind is mixed. On the positive side, there is much to cheer. Compared with when the first edition of this book was published more than a decade and a half ago, there have been substantial improvements, with new trains, refurbished stations and easier ticketing systems. Crossrail, now to be called the Elizabeth Line, provides the most significant improvement to London’s railway network in a generation, if not since 1906–7 when three Tube lines were opened within a year. The Elizabeth Line is rather misnamed since it is not like the existing Tube services, but rather it is a full-sized railway running under the centre of the capital, built to modern standards of safety and space. Air-conditioned, with platform doors and serving nine large below-the-surface stations in central and southeast London, it will relieve overcrowding on several Underground lines and will give many people far quicker access to the centre of the city than was hitherto possible, as it will obviate the need for many to access the Underground via a mainline station. Although Crossrail’s opening, now expected, though not confirmed, to be in 2021, has been delayed by three years and costs have gone up by at least £3bn to £18bn, Londoners will be amazed when the services start running. It is a genuine twenty-first century railway, quite unlike the dingy Tube lines, and will offer a standard of comfort that is far above that on any other local rail services in the capital.


Yet, hanging over the future of the London Underground is the concern about whether the peak numbers attained in the late 2010s will ever be reached again. There is no doubt that many people will have discovered the possibility of working at home, at least for part of the week, and therefore passenger numbers are bound to be depleted for some time to come. It goes further than that. The very nature of the central London economy is dependent on the hustle-bustle created by its cafés, restaurants, sandwich bars, cinemas and theatres. If a significant number stop going to work, offices will become empty, and the kind of inner-city decline seen the world over in the post-war car-oriented period will return. We have got so used to complaining about overcrowded trains and buses that we have forgotten that without these vast numbers using public transport, it no longer becomes viable. Therefore, if many of these passengers fail to return to use the system, not only will it reduce the likelihood of further investment and perhaps a return to the dog days of the post-war period described in this book, but also it may result in a much wider loss: the vibrancy and buzz of one of the world’s most successful cities. The London Underground is the beating heart of the capital and when it is ailing, so is London.


Christian Wolmar, July 2020














INTRODUCTION


THE
PHANTOM RAILWAY






When I was a child, I used to be haunted by the sound of ghostly horns echoing through the night near Campden Hill where I lived. I wouldn’t learn the source of this ghoulish noise until much later, but it was the Underground which used to keep me awake. On a hot night when the windows were open, the sound felt so close and threatening that, for a while, I demanded that my poor mother sat on a chair outside my room in our little flat while I fell asleep. It was not until I started researching this book that I made the connection between my troubled nights and the railway which I used to take to school every day.


It seemed inconceivable that the source of my childhood terror should be the Underground which, surely, as its name suggests, was safely buried under the ground. But the Victorians who built it were always trying to cut corners, not least because they were beholden to shareholders who wanted to see a profit out of their enterprise. The Circle Line passes under Campden Hill between Kensington and Notting Hill Gate but the builders left the ground open above the line wherever they could in order to save the cost of covering all their excavation. Moreover, this is an early section of the Underground, built by the Metropolitan Railway in 1868 when the line was operated by steam engines and therefore these open sections provided much-needed ventilation. Because these gaps were surrounded with walls for obvious safety reasons, they act as echo chambers and when the trains passing late at night sounded their horns to warn workers on the line, the noise reverberated far and wide, even to our flat several hundred yards away from the nearest hole.


My sleepless nights were a legacy of decisions made by the Victorian designers of the Underground. So much of Londoners’ daily lives is affected by similar considerations. My daily journey to school, too, was heavily influenced by the way in which the Underground lines had been set out by the Victorian builders of the system. Virtually every day when my Circle line train pulled out of Kensington High Street towards South Kensington, two stops down the line, it would grind to a halt in the tunnel. Why? Because the District line trains from Earls Court would be cutting across our path on a level junction and we would have to wait. Such a junction on a crowded railway would never be built today – instead there would be a flyover or tunnel – but the Victorians were constrained by the fact that they had to build their railways in the cheapest possible manner in order to have any chance of recouping their money. That junction, which was then under the West London Air Terminal being built at the time and now a Sainsbury’s, remains one of the bottlenecks of the network today, still causing grief and hassle to thousands of people every day.


But, despite the daily delays endured while crammed into crowded carriages, like many children of my generation I fell in love with the Underground at an early age. It represented freedom and adventure, a seemingly limitless network of stations with wonderfully exotic names such as Cockfosters and Burnt Oak. There were no automatic gates in those days and for a couple of pence thrust hurriedly into the hands of the ticket collector together with a mumbled mention of the previous station, I had the freedom of the system for a day. There were even stations, like nearby Holland Park, where you could exit the system for free provided you were prepared to walk up the stairs rather than use the decrepit lifts. Trips to the end of the line were particularly exciting, passing places like Totteridge or Theydon Bois that still, in the 1960s, had the feel of a distant village rather than being so easily connected to what claimed to be at the time the world’s biggest metropolis. I never quite dared to venture out on the far reaches of the Metropolitan, which, I feared wrongly, had ticket collectors on the train since the distances were so great and the fares so high.


Returning to the site of my childhood adventures today, it is remarkable how little has changed on the older parts of the system since then, but a returning Victorian would be deeply disappointed at the lack of recognition of the fantastic achievement in creating this remarkable system. Indeed, most Londoners are oblivious to this history, taking the Underground for granted and, when complaining about its inadequacies, failing to recognize the reason for them.


Taking a trip along the oldest section of line, from Paddington to Farringdon, which opened in 1863 (see Chapter 2), it becomes clear why there is so little knowledge among today’s travellers. There is precious little to show that this section of line, now shared by the District, Metropolitan and Circle lines, has such a historic significance. The original stations, built in simple Italianate stone style, have all been replaced, and though some of their successors still have ‘Metropolitan Railway’ just below the roof, invisible to most passers-by, none show the original date when the system first opened.


At Paddington, I searched in vain for any recognition of the history in the tacky station entrance while the only clue inside was the fact that the platforms are in an airy space far more generously proportioned than their more recent equivalents. At Edgware Road, again much more spacious than normal stations, a large display is given over to the staff’s success in London Transport garden competitions, but, again, there is nothing about the fact that this is part of the route of the world’s first underground line.


Only at Baker Street has there been a real effort to honour the history and not just with Sherlock Holmes kitsch. There are plaques telling the story of the early days of the line and the station was refurbished in 1983 to create much of the original atmosphere, except, of course, the clean electric trains can never recreate the smoky fug of their steam forebears. Much of the original sandstone brickwork has been uncovered and freed of advertising, but the high alcoves were unfortunately covered with ghastly white tiles, out of keeping with the Victorian interior.


At Great Portland Street, originally Portland Road, the station is in an island of traffic and as I sipped a cup of tea in the small friendly café, again I searched in vain for any recognition of the history. The absence of any such signs is illustrative of the way that London and Londoners take the Underground for granted, paying so little homage to its historical significance. Indeed, some of the traces of history left on this original section of line are misleading. At Farringdon, the old name, unnoticed by the rush of commuters because it is high above the newspaper and flower sellers, is given as Farringdon & High Holborn, a rather inaccurate appellation – since High Holborn is nowhere near the station – that was only used between 1922 and 1936. Today, Farringdon is a busy through station for the Underground, and for Thameslink trains which run on two parallel lines that were, as we shall see in Chapter 3, built within five years of the opening of the Metropolitan to cope with the huge number of trains seeking to use this new underground railway. The station has recently been rebuilt and extended, too, in readiness for the Crossrail trains scheduled to arrive at the end of the decade. There is no trace of the fact that Farringdon was the original terminus where the banquet was held to celebrate the opening of the Metropolitan in 1863.


London, in fact, pioneered two different types of underground railway, both of which were world firsts – those built using the ‘cut and cover’ method like the Metropolitan (now known prosaically as the sub-surface lines) and the deep tube lines drilled out of the London clay deep below the surface in order to avoid the clutter of drains, sewers and utilities which had already built up in Victorian times. There is even less recognition of this colossal achievement. The first of these deep lines (see Chapter 7), the City & South London, ran between a now defunct station, King William Street (near the present Monument), and Stockwell, and was completed in 1890, but there is little left at those stations today to indicate this was another brilliant first by the Underground’s pioneers.


Another reason for the lack of knowledge is that the London Underground has so often been ignored. It is amazing how little has been written about the effect of the Underground on London. There are countless tomes about its construction, a truly miraculous undertaking, largely, but not entirely, funded by private entrepreneurs. There has, too, been much on how the construction of the main line railways affected Britain by dramatically reducing the time taken to travel around the country. However, scant attention has been paid to the fundamental role played by the Underground in the life of Britain’s premier city.


Oddly, even many biographies of London pay little attention to the system hidden anything from thirty to 250 feet beneath its surface.1 Of course there are many books which concentrate on the engineering achievements of the railway and its haphazard construction. The spectacular feat of building a railway underneath a built-up area, a concept so brave and revolutionary that it took nearly forty years for any other country to imitate it, should not be underestimated. The people who devised and developed the concept were visionaries, ready to risk ridicule and bankruptcy to push forward their ideas. This book explains how they did it, but the achievements of the Underground go way beyond its mere construction. Its role in the development of London and its institutions is probably greater than that of any other invention apart, possibly, from the telephone. Without the Underground London would just not be, well, London. Oddly, that is recognized more often abroad where the famous roundel, the ‘logo’ of the system created long before that word was ever in common parlance, is the emblematic image of the English capital. Here, with our usual disdain for engineering and our inability to recognize our own achievements, we have tended to ignore the magnificent organism living permanently under our feet.


Most fundamentally, the Underground allows Londoners to traverse the city in a way which would be impossible by any form of surface transport. Yes, more people use buses every day – but many of those journeys are in the suburbs. In central London, the Underground is the way to get around town, as demonstrated by the fact that it is used both by besuited City gents and their cleaning ladies. There is something remarkably egalitarian about the Underground, and that was true right from the beginning when it attracted both the bowler hat and the cloth cap brigades; though, of course, there were separate classes for them until the advent of the deep tubes where such niceties were not possible.


But apart from uniting the capital in an unprecedented way and enabling journeys which had hitherto been impossible or incredibly lengthy, the creation of the Underground stimulated development of the city itself. This is most famously illustrated through the expression ‘Metroland’ (Chapter 12), the area of north-west London which was built and indeed marketed as a direct result of rapid access to the centre of London via the Metropolitan line. However, right from the start, those who conceived of a railway under London realized that it would create the opportunity to build new developments around stations. More than that, the poor would be able to afford decent housing thanks to the cheaper land available outside the centre of London. It did not quite work out like that, but then that is very much part of the Underground story, with plans and projects not always turning out as expected.


Probably the next greatest impact of the Underground on London is the design and architecture. The purity of the design is encapsulated most famously in Harry Beck’s map of the system, but also given expression in the architecture of numerous stations and the consistency of the use of the typeface, Johnston, devised specifically for the Underground. There is barely a streetscape in the centre of the city or in most high streets served by a station which is not made recognizably and demonstrably London by a design feature initiated by London Transport. That, of course, goes beyond the Underground, as it includes the humble bus stop with its characteristic roundel and the double-decked red buses. All this is deliberate and most of it can be attributed to the meticulous requirements of Frank Pick who, along with Lord Ashfield, did more than anyone to integrate London’s transport. It is no exaggeration to say that the pair created a brilliant system of transport management which, in the 1930s, became a world class model, envied and studied around the world (see Chapter 13).


Another breathtaking legacy of the Underground is the wealth of posters commissioned by London Transport which are of a remarkably high and, most important, consistent standard. They cover a breadth of subjects ranging from simple information on ticket offers or destinations to excursions or warnings of danger, and the designs manage to reflect their times, using contemporary styles which often, thanks to the excellence of their execution, still appear modern. Indeed, those who ran the Underground helped to design London.


Then, of course, there is the impact of the Underground system in wartime (see Chapter 14). Of course everyone thinks of the Second World War, but, as this book shows, the Underground was even used briefly for shelter in the First. Another little-told story is how in the 1950s London Transport changed the demography of the capital by recruiting directly in the Caribbean and Africa for cheap labour to run the Underground and the buses at a time of full employment among the British population (see Chapter 15). Taking this all together, it is no exaggeration to say that the Underground helped build the London we know today more than any other institution.


And now, London is getting an amazing new Subterranean Railway, the Elizabeth Line which, as recounted in Chapter 16, is far more than just another Tube line. Ironically, this will open in the aftermath of the biggest decline in passenger numbers ever seen on the Underground system as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. The effect of this will last for years and will result in some change in working habits that may well mean that usage will not recover to the heights of 2019 for many years to come. Nevertheless, the Underground and the new line will still remain as fundamental parts of London’s infrastructure for the twenty-first century.


This book is an attempt to do justice to the achievement of the Underground pioneers not only for having produced a transport system which, for a time, was unparalleled anywhere in the world, but also for having helped create and transform the city. It tells both their story and that of the system they made, and shows that their achievements go far beyond the realm of transport.


Christian Wolmar, July 2004
(Revised July 2020)














ONE



MIDWIFE TO THE
UNDERGROUND





Underground railways were invented by a man born in the eighteenth century. Charles Pearson, who first set out the idea of running railways under cities, took his first breath in October 1793, at the height of the worst excesses of the French Revolution and more than two decades before Napoleon met his Waterloo.


As ever with history, there are various theories about who really was the first to conceive of an underground railway with the aim of alleviating the growing problems of congestion on London’s streets. But Pearson has by far the best claim. It was Pearson, the City of London solicitor, who first set out his notion in a pamphlet in 1845, suggesting a railway running down the Fleet valley to Farringdon that would be protected by a glass envelope making it ‘as lofty, light and dry… as the West End arcades’.1 The trains were to be drawn by atmospheric power so that smoke from steam engines would not cloud the glass. This, of course, was not the scheme that was eventually built, but Pearson’s concept was certainly the kernel of the idea that was to become the Metropolitan Railway two decades later along broadly the same route.


And it was Pearson who masterminded the financing of the Metropolitan which saved the scheme at the eleventh hour. Indeed, Pearson was a serial promoter of such undertakings, supporting several similar projects in the 1850s, and thanks to his perseverance eventually got his way. While the importance of Pearson’s role is open to debate, it is difficult to argue against the proposition that without him, London might not have pioneered a transport system that transformed urban living. One could go further. Without Pearson metro systems might never have been developed, because the advent of the motor car in the late nineteenth century, followed quickly by electric tramways and the motor bus, could have resulted in the bypassing of the underground railways as a solution to city traffic problems given the expense and disruption of their construction as happened in most cities in the US. Paris, after all, was not to get its first Métro line until 1900 and the New York system did not open until 1904. Both learned much from the mistakes and tribulations of London’s pioneers.


In the early decades of the nineteenth century, London metamorphosed from a busy commercial centre into the world’s first megalopolis. It was not surprising, therefore, that it would be the first to have underground railways, but it is, perhaps, remarkable that it beat its French counterpart by thirty-seven years.2 Whereas previously London’s rural surroundings had never seemed very far away, now the sprawling slums were interspersed with elegant Georgian squares and swathes of little factories and warehouses which had sprung up in the capital as the Industrial Revolution gathered pace. Greater London’s population in 1850 had grown to 2.5 million from just under 1 million in 1800. The Georgian enclaves which had sprouted in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries on fields, snapped up cheaply by eager speculative developers, had enabled the relatively well-off to enjoy a new type of suburban living, away from the throng of the city. These areas, such as Camberwell, Kennington, Islington and Mile End – all fashionable again now as they were built by what Simon Jenkins calls ‘men of taste and discrimination’3 to high standards – were within a mere hour’s walk of the City in those days before traffic lights, congestion and pedestrian barriers.


Picture, for a moment, the London when Pearson’s idea for underground railways first emerged. As one historian, Hugh Douglas, eloquently put it, ‘towards the middle of the [nineteenth] century, London was dying – slowly, painfully and with a great deal of protest. No physician had to be called in to diagnose the trouble; it was all too apparent to those who lived there, for, wherever they went, they encountered the great thrombosis of traffic which clogged the highways that were the veins and arteries carrying the city’s blood.’4 The cause of the clogging of the arteries was too much affluence and good living. London – indeed, the whole country – was prospering mightily. Britain was becoming the hub of an empire and her capital was emerging as the richest city in the world. With the huge increase in population, nearly a quarter of a million people were daily coming into the City to work.


The turmoil on the roads was, however, more like a Third World, than a Western, city today. There were wagons whose drivers walked beside the horses, blocking a large part of the roadway; and large advertising vans pulled by horses whose very purpose – to be seen by as many passers-by as possible – meant their progress was sloth-like. Costermongers with carts and animals being driven to market ensured that speeds in the central area rarely rose above walking pace. The bridges were particular bottlenecks and rain would add to the chaos by turning the roads into muddy quagmires.


More and more housing was needed as increasing numbers of jobs were created in the burgeoning factories and workshops, and, most important, in the offices of the City where the demand for clerks, before the days of typewriters, was almost unlimited. Demand for transport soared. No longer did people work within the district where they lived. The first commuters5 were hardy souls who had walked from areas of low rent to commercial districts, but as London spread, this was no longer possible. Successive new transport methods were introduced throughout the Victorian era in attempts to cope with the demand, starting in 1829 with the omnibus. George Shillibeer opened the first service using twenty-seater carriages from Paddington to the Bank of England, anticipating the same route that the first Underground railway would take thirty-four years later. Although Shillibeer’s pioneering status can be questioned, as his omnibus service was little more than a stagecoach which made a shorter journey with more stops, the introduction of his service was a momentous event in the history of London’s transport. However, it was not for the masses. The fare of one shilling to travel from Paddington to Bank was expensive and would have deterred all but the wealthiest of potential commuters – in contrast the workmen’s trains of the Metropolitan Railway would, three and a half decades later, offer a whole week’s travel for just one shilling.


Horses, which from 1870 also pulled trams along iron rails, remained the mainstay of much of the transport system until the turn of the century; oats and hay were as important a source of energy as coal. The rich had their own horses and carriages, a phenomenon which, rather like the growth of the private car a century later, was a major contributor to the congestion problem, but it was damned expensive as the horses required looking after, feeding and grooming. And what came out of the rear end of horses remained a major problem: ‘The best estimate is that by the 1830s, English towns had to cope with something like three million tons of droppings every year’6 and three times that by the end of the Victorian era. And, contrary to those nostalgic pictures of old crones rushing after carriages to pick up fresh manure, the stuff was virtually worthless, barely five shillings a ton to the farmer. Therefore it was dumped in vast dung heaps in the poorer areas of town, contributing greatly to the squalor, stench and unhealthiness of Victorian London.


With the arrival of the omnibus, London grew at an even greater rate. The censuses of 1841 and 1851 show that during this decade alone an extra 330,000 migrants had flooded into the capital, making up more than one sixth of the population. These incomers were partly attracted to London by the prospect of golden streets, but mostly they were fleeing from rural areas where the crisis in agriculture had reduced employment, or from Ireland where the appalling potato famines had led to emigration on an unprecedented scale. London’s rate of growth was to continue and the capital, boosted by the burgeoning wealth of the empire and, particularly in the second half of the nineteenth century, an economy that was almost continually expanding, became a vortex, sucking in an ever greater proportion of the nation’s population. It was the most exciting city in the world and everyone wanted or needed to live there. While it was inevitable that the transport system had to grow to accommodate this multitude it was no means certain that underground railways would become the chosen solution.


However, in the middle years of the nineteenth century, none of the alternative forms of transport were particularly enticing. Apart from walking and the new omnibuses, there were the hackney cabs, which were expensive, at eight pence per mile, and uncomfortable, and the drivers would often go by circuitous routes to boost their income. So as more and more omnibuses, carriages and hackney cabs piled onto London’s roads in the early decades of the 1800s, it is easy to see how the idea of digging big holes under the city to transport the masses gradually began to be put forward and grudgingly accepted. Nevertheless, it took a massive leap of imagination to adopt such a radical solution and it is impossible to exaggerate the extent to which the notion of building railways under cities was radical and far-sighted.


In the mid 1840s, when the concept of an underground railway was first being elaborated, the railway age was a mere fifteen years old. It helped, of course, that the railways were also a British invention. The first locomotive-hauled railway linking two major cities, the Liverpool & Manchester, had only begun operating in 1830. As freight was the initial raison d’être for the construction of railways, London came rather late to the new technology, several years after the industrial heartlands of the north of England, where the need to move coal and other primary material more quickly than by canal led to a rapid burgeoning of the railway system. The iron road was, however, still unproven and evolving.


When in 1837 the first major line out of London to the north was completed, with Euston as its terminus, the developers of the railway did not bother to build many stations on the southern sections of the line around the capital. Other lines were also completed without serving the capital’s hinterland. This was partly because the railways reached open countryside within a mile or two of what was then a compact city, but it also represented a failure of imagination by the railway companies. They saw their role as straddling the country and carrying people long distances, rather than linking the capital with outlying villages, and failed to recognize that such short journeys were a potentially lucrative market. So the Great Northern, for example, had just four stations in the eighteen miles between its grand terminus at King’s Cross and Hatfield – Hornsey, Southgate (now New Southgate), Barnet (now New Barnet) and Potters Bar. On the Euston line, the first stop was Harrow and on the Great Western it was initially West Drayton. Despite the railways’ dramatic effect on the country, as one historian puts it, ‘until the 1860s, and arguably until the end of the century, their least important impact was in providing transport within London itself’.7


With few trains, and omnibuses slow and expensive, walking continued to be the preferred method of travel for the majority of Londoners. And even when the first suburban London railway was built, the London & Greenwich, the developers, insufficiently confident about their own project, provided a walkway alongside, charging users a small toll. The London & Greenwich opened in 1836 and was a remarkable engineering achievement as, to save on land, it was built on 878 arches, which remains to this day the longest set in the country. The grandly named ‘pedestrian boulevard’ next to the line soon disappeared as more tracks were added to the railway, which became the main artery linking the centre of London with its southeastern suburbs.


As an urban railway for people making short journeys, the London & Greenwich was a precursor to the Underground. The experiment of running short-distance trains in an urban context proved successful despite doubts as to both the viability of the technology and the extent of the potential market. The line was soon carrying 1,500 people per day at fares of one shilling for ‘imperial carriages’ and half that for ‘open cars’ on trains that ran every quarter of an hour throughout the day. Initially the line struggled to make a profit, given the high cost of constructing all those arches, and it was not until a system of local railways centred around London Bridge emerged over the next couple of decades that shareholders began to get an adequate reward. By the middle of the 1840s, with other companies running tracks on the line, 5,500 people were being carried daily and holiday times proved highly lucrative as people used the line for day trips out of London. Had north London developed such an extensive system so early, today’s Underground map would look very different and much less dense. But it was no geographical accident. Property was cheaper in the southern suburbs, which meant that they grew more quickly, thus creating a larger potential market for local rail services. The terminus at London Bridge, too, was on land that was much less expensive than property on the City side of the Thames, where it would have been unthinkable to carve out huge swathes of the estates owned by powerful aristocrats antipathetic to the new iron roads. In South London the land was the property of the Church, and the bishops who managed it – mostly the dioceses of Winchester, Rochester, London and Canterbury – were relatively welcoming to rail schemes. The bishops had also allowed cheap houses to be built on their land whose occupants were too poor to resist demolition, unlike the more affluent landlords north of the river.


So a pattern familiar to today’s Londoners was set, providing the answer to that oft-asked question as to why only the northern half of the capital is well served by the underground network: more suburban lines were built on the surface in south London than in the north, obviating the need for underground railways. It was not until the invention at the end of the nineteenth century of tube railways, which ran deep into the London clay, that the underground system was to reach across the Thames. And even then, as we shall see, the geological conditions favoured underground railways north of the river.


The first railway through north London was something of an oddity, as it followed an orbital rather than a radial route. Originally intended primarily for goods, the North London Railway opened in 1850 between Fenchurch Street and Islington and was extended, in the following year, to Hampstead Road (Chalk Farm), via Bow, from where a spur went deep into London’s Docklands. Within a few months, 7,500 people were using the quarter-hourly service every day, even though the line pootled aimlessly around north and east London before diving into the City. By linking lots of other railways, it demonstrated the enormous latent demand for rail services which was to be the spur for the creation of the Underground.


Of course there were also other social forces which created the conditions that enabled Pearson’s concept to come to fruition. The phenomenon of travelling long distances to work, mostly on foot, had begun: as early as 1836, 175,000 people crossed London and Blackfriars bridges daily, most paying tolls. While there were also poor districts in growing industrial areas such as Spitalfields and Shoreditch in the East End, the slums of central London remained the worst in the capital until the second half of the century. Censuses reveal that a modestsized house in areas such as Seven Dials or the southern end of Baker Street might be crammed with thirty or forty people.


There was a growing clamour among the political classes to clear the slums and improve transport communications. The railways fulfilled, at least in part, both roles. Although railways would be banned by a Parliamentary commission from reaching the centre of London, they were driven through the poorest parts of the capital outside the central area with little regard for the local inhabitants, while the richer estate owners were able to ensure that their property was not breached. In the middle years of the century the development of the railways transformed London. As Simon Jenkins puts it,




the coming of the railways to London from the mid-1830s onwards dealt the metropolis a bigger, and certainly more lasting, blow than anything since the Great Fire. Like the Great Fire, the railways shattered both the living and working arrangements of hundreds of thousands of Londoners. Like the Fire, they ate up vast quantities of labour, material and capital, and destroyed acres of the metropolis in the process. Most important of all, like the Fire, they spun the population of London ever further from the core, speeding the decay of the central districts, yet at the same time enabling Londoners to enjoy higher standards of space and cleanliness in their housing than in any other city in the world.8





While this process was initiated by the suburban railways, of which the London & Greenwich was the pioneer, the Underground was to play a major part, with whole sections of London owing their existence to its arrival. Gradually the elements which made a London underground railway feasible were coming together. The relative popularity of the London & Greenwich showed that railways could successfully be used for short journeys and it stimulated a host of other such projects; employment was increasingly rapidly, creating, as we have seen, the notion of commuting; the continued growth of the City was leading to more and more congestion; and it was apparent that the horse was both an inefficient and an expensive source of power. Soaring land values and the vested interests of the major estate owners made surface developments in the centre of London prohibitively expensive and prompted a plethora of schemes for creating railways underneath and through London.


Pearson, therefore, was promoting an idea whose time had come. He was a visionary and an idealist, who recognized that the railways were the key to transforming the city and improving the lot of the masses. Pearson had two, somewhat conflicting, ideas: a huge central London station and an underground railway connecting the main line stations which were then emerging on the periphery of the capital. Pearson’s station would have been on the edge of the City, at Farringdon, and as well as serving the four corners of Britain, its aim – in line with his zeal for social reform – were to allow working people to live in decent conditions outside town. This would have been achieved by linking it with a new town at Hornsey or Tottenham where 10,000 cottages, each with its own garden, were to be built cheaply enough for artisans and clerks to rent. Train fares, too, would have been low enough to ensure that they could travel daily up to town for work. Pearson’s vision, therefore, was never simply about transport but had at its heart the aim of creating a better life for his fellow citizens.


Pearson had a long line of social campaigns behind him. He was born in the City, and came from comfortable middle-class stock – his father, Thomas, was an upholsterer and feather merchant – but throughout his career he took on radical causes. He became a solicitor in 1816 and was soon elected a councilman of the City of London, possibly helped by the fact that his wife Mary was the daughter of another member of the Corporation. He came to prominence by exposing the system of packing juries in trials for political offences, and his progressive views led him to take on an eclectic range of issues, from prison reform to the ban on Jews becoming brokers in the City and the removal from a monument of an inscription attributing the Great Fire to Catholics. Until his long campaign for the Underground, Pearson’s most celebrated battle on behalf of the common people had been when he tried to break the monopoly of the capital’s gas companies, each of which had carved itself out an area where it was the sole supplier. Pearson had wanted the mains and pipes to be owned by co-operatives of consumers, a remarkably far-sighted concept for the 1840s; but, after a pitched battle over the installation of a gas main between workmen employed by the Commercial Gas Company and a rival group enlisted by Pearson for the Commissioner of Sewers, he was forced to withdraw, leaving the monopoly unchallenged. It was as City Solicitor, a position he held from 1839 until his death in 1862, that he was able to smooth the way for the creation of the world’s first underground railway. Pearson had first set out the idea of ‘trains in drains’ when standing unsuccessfully in a by-election in Lambeth, but the idea survived his failure, although it was shelved while the excesses of the railway mania of the mid 1840s ran their course.


In many respects, poor Pearson can be seen as a serial but heroic British failure. He stood in several other by-elections for Parliament apart from Lambeth, always being roundly defeated, and many of his schemes and ideas never caught on, but his tenacity, perhaps prompted by these setbacks, brought the scheme for an underground railway to fruition.


Given this patchy record it is not surprising that Pearson’s contemporaries were sceptical about his early dreams of a rail line under the streets and that it took two decades for the railway to be built. Vague ideas for underground railways had been mooted as early as the 1830s, but, in truth, they were fanciful because the tunnelling technology was not really yet available. Of course, tunnels had been dug under hills and cuttings had been hewn through the countryside to create large embankments for railways, but these were in open country, not underneath the most expensive properties in Britain where the slightest subsidence would lead to exorbitant compensation claims. Victorian entrepreneurs were notably more prepared to take risks than today’s engineering companies, but not so gung-ho that they would consider such a foolhardy enterprise. Moreover, as we shall see, the method of powering the underground trains was to be a troublesome issue as electricity was the only effective means and the technology to harness it would not be available for another three decades.


Nor in these early days of the railway age were the political climate and administrative infrastructure conducive to building underground lines, which were fraught with risk while seeming to offer little potential for making money. The motivation of the railway developers was always dominated by the need to make a profit. There was little consideration of the public good in these schemes, even if they happened to be of great benefit to society. As one historian puts it, ‘the paramount consideration therefore in the minds of the projectors and managers of Britain’s nineteenth century railway system when making decisions was a simple one: what balance could be expected between the direct private costs and private benefits of the investment? . . . The Victorian railway entrepreneur was guided by experience and commonsense, raised to a very high order, not by systems analysis.’9 Considerations other than short-term profit occasionally came into play, such as building a line to stop a rival company establishing a route or to cream off business from an existing railway, but developers, unlike Pearson, were not inclined to consider the social benefits.


Inevitably, therefore, many railway companies got it wrong (although today’s major project developers are not much better at getting their sums right, despite the panoply of analytical tools at their disposal). After the early railways, which tended to be profitable, they built many which never made an adequate return for investors – but most of them, particularly in urban areas like London, were of great social benefit. To the entrepreneurs and their shareholders, this was no use as they had no mechanism of capturing and profiting from that benefit. So the railways were not popular, and were often portrayed in the press as rapacious and irresponsible monsters wrecking the bucolic bliss of the countryside and forcing themselves on the unwilling inhabitants of towns and cities. As one historian puts it, the railways were cast ‘in the role of a mindless juggernaut, grinding private rights into the ground in the blind quest for profit’.10 They had to be controlled, and in London, without a city-wide government, it was Parliament’s job to take a strategic view, despite the politicians’ laissez-faire instincts. From 1846 onwards, there was a series of inquiries, roughly one every decade, by Royal Commissions and select committees of Parliament into the various plans of the railway entrepreneurs. Their decisions largely shaped the rail map of the capital as it exists today and, indeed, the findings of the first one, the Royal Commission on Metropolis Railway Termini of 1846, led directly to the development of the Metropolitan line. The establishment was a response to the fact that at the height of the railway mania of the mid 1840s, no fewer than nineteen urban lines and termini were projected and it was clear that this potential wholesale demolition, and the chaotic traffic conditions it would engender, could not be countenanced, even by the Victorians obsessed with keeping government out of business.


The Commission took evidence from a diverse range of people and interests – valuers, parish bodies, the Corporation of London, even Her Majesty’s Woods and Forests, and, of course, railway developers with their retinue of traffic managers, solicitors, engineers and land agents. The key issue for the Commission was the location of the London stations. Should they be on the edge of the current conurbation or should the railways be allowed to make incursions right into the centre, creating a much more convenient service? The commissioners had to balance two conflicting needs: on the one hand, ‘if they allowed the wholesale invasion of central London presently intended, they would fill in an area already crowded beyond endurance’; on the other, if they left the termini too far out they would block up the thoroughfares with ‘leviathan waggons and vans sometimes creeping about the streets, having a few articles at the bottoms of the waggons [while] at other times with loads overhanging on each side the foot-pavement of the narrow streets and lanes through which they pass’.11


In the event, the commissioners found that the advantage of ‘bringing the railway stations further into the city appear to us exaggerated’.12 They were, of course, wrong: think how wonderful it would be to have a series of city centre railways, bringing people right into the heart of London without the need to transfer onto buses or the Underground. It was, though, an impossible dream. Even if the railway companies had been given permission to build deep into the City, the economics would have proved an insuperable barrier. The nearer the railways ventured into town, the more they had to pay for the land and the more likely they were to come up against the powerful interests of the great landowners of London. As John Moxon, chairman of the London & Croydon Railway, said: ‘Every railway we apprehend in its first mile costs more than in any other part of the line’.13 The early London termini were, therefore, crude sheds, one-storey brick houses containing little more than a ticket office. It was only when the railway companies wanted to demonstrate their power that they began building palaces like St Pancras and Euston, or elegant sheds like King’s Cross.


So the railway developers were defeated – the commissioners rejected seventeen of the nineteen proposed schemes before them, and gave only conditional assent to the other two, both extensions south of the river. Moreover, the Commission recommended a no-go area for the railways, extending from Park Lane in the west to Bishopsgate in the east and from the New Road (now Marylebone and Euston roads) in the north to the Borough in the south. The ban held, with the small exception of the incursion of the London, Chatham & Dover Railway over the Thames (see Chapter 3), until the building of Victoria station in 1858, and the line of terminals stretching today from Marylebone to King’s Cross shows how the Commission’s findings determined the future shape of railways in London.


The side effect of the Commission’s decision was to ensure that London would need an underground railway, because any link between the various stations could not possibly be built on the surface: even viaducts would have affected too much highly expensive land. The Commissioners had heard evidence from Pearson on his idea for an ‘Arcade Railway’, but the concept elicited little interest and no finance.


Although Pearson continued, in vain, to battle for his scheme for a central station long after the Commission had rejected the idea, he began to focus on his other project, an underground line joining the termini. For the next inquiry, in 1854–5, Pearson was better prepared and had dug up hard evidence for the need for his railway by taking the first ever traffic count of people coming into London. He had appointed traffic takers, checking anyone entering and leaving between 8 a.m. and 8 p.m. on all the principal roads to the City of London. The results revealed that omnibuses were the main method of coming into town with 44,000 passengers, on 3,700 vehicles. On the railways, 27,000 people came into Fenchurch Street and London Bridge combined, but barely any – a mere 4,200 – to the three stations to the west, King’s Cross, Euston and Paddington, a fact that did not seem to help his case for an underground railway. A further 26,000 people entered on private carriages or hackney cabs but all these numbers were dwarfed by the 200,000 who walked into the City. Pearson drew the rather obvious conclusion that




the overcrowding of the city is caused, first by the natural increase of the population and area of the surrounding district; secondly, by the influx of provincial passengers by the great railways North of London, and the obstruction experienced in the streets by omnibuses and cabs coming from their distant stations, to bring the provincial travellers to and from the heart of the city. I point next to the vast increase of what I may term the migratory population, the population of the city who now oscillate between the country and the city, who leave the City of London every afternoon and return to it every morning.14





The committee again threw out the vast majority of the railway schemes, but did recommend that there should be a railway connecting the various termini as well as the Post Office and the docks. In this it had clearly been strongly influenced by Pearson’s scheme for a railway from Farringdon to King’s Cross. It was, as one historian puts it, a seminal report: ‘The direct results of the select committee of 1854/5 have tended to be underestimated. The Metropolitan railway and the Thames embankment were both foreshadowed in the report and both were based upon recognition of the principle that railways in towns should make a contribution to public amenity and not merely intrude at will.’15 In other words the social benefit of railways had begun to be recognized, but nevertheless the committee argued that the underground railway should be developed by the private sector alone. However, as we shall see, it did eventually receive some support from the state.


Given the range of improbable schemes put forward by Victorian inventors and entrepreneurs, there was understandable scepticism about the notion of ‘underground railways’. Viewed from the twenty-first century, it appears easy to distinguish between the ill-thought-out schemes that were inevitably heading down a technological cul-de-sac, such as atmospheric or cable railways, and those that are the roots of today’s transport systems. But that is to abuse the benefit of hindsight: for the Victorians, backing the winning systems was a veritable gamble by brave shareholders, many of whom lost their money. Indeed, Pearson’s idea of an underground railway was just as far-fetched as many of the other ideas which were circulating at the time and were considered by the committee. Digging a huge hole in an urban area for a railway tunnel was no more or less mad than, say, the two separate schemes for a ‘crystal’ railway, elaborations of Pearson’s original idea of an arcade railway. The first, put forward by an architect, William Moseley, was for a railway twelve feet below street level between St Paul’s and Oxford Circus, a route which nearly half a century later would become the core of the Central line. The ‘crystal’ was a bit of Victorian hype to describe a railway enclosed in glass with a walkway above, and shops, houses and even hotels on either side, a sort of nineteenth-century shopping mall complete with atrium.


The second scheme for a ‘Grand Girdle Railway and Boulevard under Glass’, suggested by Sir Joseph Paxton, the designer of the Great Exhibition’s Crystal Palace four years earlier, was even grander, a twelve-mile railway built above ground but within a glass arcade and, like Moseley’s scheme, also containing houses and shops. It too broadly followed the route of what would eventually become an Underground line, since the aim was to link London’s railway termini, as forty years later the Circle (which fortunately escaped the fate of being called the Girdle) was to do. Paxton’s scheme, for which he sought public funding and which he cannily called the Great Victoria Way to curry royal favour, was quite liked by the committee but was ultimately rejected on the grounds of cost.


Eccentricity and technical innovation were not always an insuperable barrier for the promoters of what today would be considered as crackpot schemes, only fit to be laughed at in museums. After all, Eiffel got his tower and the Crystal Palace was built. Both the schemes for crystal railways were to be powered by atmospheric pressure, a system by which a cylinder under the train was sucked through a sealed pipe between the tracks by creating a vacuum at one end using huge pumping engines. Several atmospheric railways were, in fact, completed, including a line between Forest Hill (later extended to New Cross) and Croydon in south London. The great advantage was that the coaches did not need smelly and noisy locomotives to haul them as all the power came from a static engine house. While the theory was sound, in practice there was constant difficulty in keeping the seal tight, especially as the continuous valve between the rails had to be kept closed with a leather flap on top of the pipe but had to be opened to let the connection to the cylinder under the train through. Although the leather was kept oiled with lime soap, this would dry quickly and all the pressure would be lost. Far from being cheaper, the power for the trains cost three times more than conventional engines and all the various schemes soon changed over to locomotives. The demise of Croydon’s railway killed off another scheme, the idea of a tube railway, also operated by atmospheric pressure, which was intended to be cut through London’s clay from Hyde Park to the Bank and was the brainchild of Frederick Bramwell, the president of the Institution of Mechanical Engineers.


There was, too, the concept of cable railways. The London & Blackwall, which stretched from the Minories on the eastern fringe of the City (extended in 1841 to Fenchurch Street) to Blackwall, on the river three and a half miles away, operated on this principle. It was the first London railway to cross an area which was already fully built over with streets and houses and, like the Greenwich, it was constructed on viaducts. There were stationary engines at the Minories and Blackwall and the method of operation was bizarre. Carriages were attached to a rope at the end station (Blackwall) and at each of the five intermediate stations. After telegraph messages – an early use of this technology – had been dispatched to ensure that all the carriages were attached, the rope holding the carriages would be hauled in by the stationary engine. From the Minories to Fenchurch Street, the carriages coasted down a slight incline.16 Despite frequent breakages of the rope (not entirely solved when hemp was replaced by wire after a couple of years) and the fact that it was impossible to travel between intermediate stations without going to one of the termini, the railway proved highly successful, carrying 10,000 travellers per day by 1846. Cable operation, which enabled speeds of up to thirty mph to be reached, was finally replaced after nearly a decade with conventional steam locomotives. Interestingly, part of the Blackwall route survives on the line of the highly successful Docklands Light Railway.


So, in the context of a world in which atmospheric and cable railways were being built and used by passengers, and a plethora of other outlandish schemes dreamed up by developers were being considered, Pearson’s plan for an underground railway does not appear too far-fetched. Nevertheless, it took a lot of bloody-minded persistence and effort to persuade investors to stump up the money, even though the scheme had been endorsed and supported by Parliament. Even Pearson aficionados did not always have faith that the idea was truly viable. Henry Mayhew, the writer and campaigner, discussed ‘our joint schemes’ and ‘often smiled at the earnestness with which he advocated his project for girding London round with one long, drain-like tunnel and sending the people like so many parcels in a pneumatic tube’.17


Mayhew pointed to the difficulties Pearson faced in trying to persuade his contemporaries of the viability of the idea. Writing after the opening of the first section of the Metropolitan, Mayhew recalled how Pearson had to overcome all kinds of superstition and pseudoscientific mumbo-jumbo:




Such a scheme, though it has proved one of the most successful of modern times, met with the same difficulties and oppositions that every new project has to encounter. Hosts of objections were raised – all manner of imaginary evils prophesied – and Charles Pearson, like George Stephenson before him, had to stand in that pillory to which all public men are condemned and to be pelted with the dirty missiles which ignorance and prejudice can always find readily to their hands. The proposal was regarded with the same contempt as the first proposal to light the streets with gas . . . so learned engineers were not wanting to foretell how the projected tunnel must necessarily fall in from the mere weight of the traffic in the streets above, and how the adjacent houses would not only be shaken to their foundations by the vibrations of the engines, but the families residing in them would be one and all poisoned by the sulphurous exhalations from the fuel with which the boilers were heated.18





For his doggedness and stubbornness alone, in overcoming such prejudice Pearson deserves to be remembered as the man who gave us the underground railway. His original concept would go through manifold versions, often forced upon him by financial and practical constraints, and incorporate many ideas from fellow visionaries and developers, but essentially he was the midwife of the Underground.
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To build a railway in Victorian times, developers needed three things in addition to luck and gumption: Parliamentary permission, capital and labour. Railway companies were fortunate in having a privileged position which allowed them to adopt a corporate form that meant they were able to raise capital from more than six people. Other companies operated under a restriction which limited the number of investors to five or fewer, a result of legislation introduced in response to the scandal of the South Sea Bubble in the eighteenth century and which remained in force for manufacturing companies until the 1860s. Moreover, the railways could compulsorily purchase property, but to obtain planning permission they had to introduce a private Bill and successfully negotiate it through both houses of Parliament. This was not a straightforward process since Parliament was chock-full of people with vested interests, which might incline them to be in favour or against a particular Bill, irrespective of its merits or obvious failings. This explains how all sorts of absurd schemes for railways that had no chance of making any money or which did not serve any real purpose managed to slip through the process while other, much worthier, projects never materialized. In practice, the Lords rarely rejected a project that had been accepted by the Commons and it was the lower house which became the scene of major battles on railway bills.


The first step, therefore, towards the building of the Underground was a Bill for a line between Edgware Road in West London and Holborn Hill on the edge of the City, which was successfully taken through Parliament in 1853 by a group that had no connection with Pearson. However, as the developers had foolishly cut the line short of Paddington in a late concession to opponents, their Bill was superseded the following year by an Act for a line between Praed Street, opposite Paddington station, and the Post Office near St Paul’s, later shortened to reach only Farringdon Street.1


As with all such legislation, the successful passage of the Bill gave the developers permission to obtain the land and anything that stood on it. Therefore, the landowners had to be satisfied by the Parliamentary process that they were to receive compensation for their loss – otherwise their objections could kill it. Generally, during the promotion of their bills, railway developers reached accommodations with the large landlords, the aristocratic estate owners, but rode roughshod over the smaller ones who did not have the clout – or the lawyers – to fight their corner during the Parliamentary process. As for tenants, trifling compensation was paid to some of the occupants of the squalid housing demolished to make way for the railways but those who rented on a weekly basis got nothing.2 The first part of the Metropolitan line from the west was to be built under what is now Marylebone and Euston roads.3 Since that section was under a road, it required no demolition of buildings, but the second part, when the line turned southwards towards Farringdon down the Fleet valley, necessitated the demolition of many homes.


The blithe manner in which the builders of railways were allowed to cut a swathe through slum areas was one of the ongoing scandals of Victorian life and was the subject of several attempts at legislation promoted by reformers. The Underground was responsible for less damage than most railways because it was largely built underneath the streets, using what became known as the ‘cut and cover’ method – simply digging a hole, installing the railway and covering it up again; nevertheless the poor in the way of the route suffered. There is some dispute about the precise number. While an 1853 law required railway companies to set out ‘demolition statements’ listing the numbers displaced, no one checked the accuracy of these figures. The companies indulged in dirty tricks, such as paying landlords to evict their tenants a few weeks before their houses were needed.4 The official figure for the number of people displaced by the building of the Metropolitan from Paddington to Farringdon Street was just 307; but a contemporary source5 claimed that merely in driving the line through the Fleet valley from King’s Cross to Farringdon, 1,000 houses containing 12,000 people were swept away.


There were suspicions, too, that the Metropolitan had deliberately drawn up its route to go through poorer areas where the residents were easier to displace. An outraged local vicar, William Denton of St Bartholomew’s near Smithfield, wrote: ‘The special lure of the capitalist is that the line will pass only through inferior property, that is through a densely peopled district, and will destroy the abode of the powerless and the poor, whilst it will avoid the properties of those whose opposition is to be dreaded, the great employers of labour.’6


The developers were also required to pay compensation to owners of houses under which the tunnel passed, but the fact that the line went mostly beneath roadways, allowed the Metropolitan to largely escape that requirement. To show its benevolent intent the company bought and converted a court in St Bartholomew’s to rehouse some of those displaced. This was a cynical exercise designed to appease public concern in the short term: within two years the company had evicted the tenants and converted the houses into profitable warehouses. Pearson’s lofty motives proved, therefore, not always easy to reconcile with the practicalities of a commercially minded company beholden to its shareholders.


After the second Bill received the Royal Assent in August 1854, there were several alterations and changes to the route over the ensuing four years but the basic concept remained the same. Construction was delayed while the company tried to overcome the second big obstacle, raising the required capital. The process for obtaining money for railway projects was remarkably haphazard. The sums required were vast, especially given that the total amount of available capital was relatively small as the banking system was still in its early stages of development. It is no exaggeration to say that railways were the principal catalyst for the creation of capitalism. As Nicholas Faith has observed, ‘railways were by far the biggest projects undertaken since the time of the Romans. Before the railways, the world’s financial markets were, at best, primitive affairs, incapable of providing the unprecedented amount of capital railways absorbed . . . The railways did more than create markets: miraculously they conjured up whole new breeds of men: the promoters and financiers [who] found the money.’7 Investing in railways was a risky business. A few people, particularly early on, made good returns; many received barely any dividends for years but did, at least, retain their capital; and an unfortunate minority lost everything. The investors in Underground lines during the ensuing fifty years, in which the core of today’s system was built, largely belonged to the middle of those three categories.


The project for the Metropolitan Railway nearly foundered several times on the difficulties of the search for capital, made all the harder by the fact that the scheme involved underground travel, a revolutionary concept which understandably scared off investors. It was only through a Victorian version of a public–private partnership that the money eventually came through. The Great Western had always been willing to invest a part of the cost – £175,000 out of a total estimate of just under £1m – but the Great Northern, was reluctant to put up any money. These railways were obvious sources of investment because the Metropolitan was to have connections through to the main line at both Paddington and King’s Cross, so that the Great Northern and the Great Western could run trains, including freight, on the new railway. However, the railway companies were not prepared to stump up sufficient finance and by 1857 the Metropolitan’s directors were so dispirited that they almost wound up the business.


Instead, in early 1858 they decided to spend £1,000 in a last-ditch effort to attract investors. And this is when Pearson became the saviour of the project. Although he was not a director of the company, he used his role as the City of London’s solicitor to persuade the Corporation to invest in the project. Basically it was the nightmare of congestion on the city streets which won over the case for the railway. The political head of the Corporation, the Lord Mayor, David Wire, accepted the case for the railway by admitting that business in the City was being damaged by the crowded streets, and that rising land prices were driving lowpaid workers out of the centre. Since it was impossible for these people to travel long distances to work each day, they were crowding into unfit dwellings with forty or fifty jammed into a small six-roomed house on the outskirts. The Corporation accepted Pearson’s idea that the line would allow people to live further away from their place of work, relieving both the congested roads and the cramped and insalubrious housing conditions.


However, public corporations like the City were not in the habit of investing in commercial ventures and the opponents of the railway even argued that it was illegal. The laissez-faire Victorian ethos did not normally allow for government involvement in commercial enterprises. But Pearson found a precedent in the Corporation’s contribution to the construction of the West India Dock at the turn of the century and used this to convince the city fathers that they could invest in the railway. The City’s involvement was a bit convoluted. The Metropolitan Railway was allowed to purchase the land it required in the Fleet valley, much of which had recently been cleared to make way for what is now the Farringdon Road, for the bargain price of £179,000; in return the City subscribed £200,000 in shares which were later sold at a profit. To clinch the deal, Pearson persuaded the directors of the Metropolitan Railway to threaten to withdraw from the project if the City did not invest, a rather dubious piece of lobbying given his position.


It was not only Pearson’s direct intervention with the City which gained him his reputation as the saviour of the railway. For the previous couple of years, he had worked hard to persuade other investors to fund the scheme. He spoke at meetings, wrote letters and pamphlets, used his City contacts to press potential investors to stump up the cash and wooed the reluctant Great Northern to invest. Pearson sent out a Twenty minutes letter to the citizens of London, which gave a history of attempts to raise capital, stressing that he did not stand to gain personally as he only owned fifty shares and was not a director.8


The changes in the route to reduce the cost and allay opposition were sanctioned by a Parliamentary Bill in August 1859 and, thanks to Pearson’s efforts, construction was able to begin in the spring of 1860 with the hope that services could start running within a mere two years. And now, of course, the third element required for building a railway came into play: a team to build it within the budget, led by an engineer with the ability to carry through what was an unprecedented project – a railway carved out of city streets. The cut and cover method was used to build the entire three-and-a-half-mile stretch, apart from a 700-yard tunnel hewn out under the hill of Mount Pleasant in Clerkenwell.


The crucial job of engineer was carried out by John (later Sir John) Fowler who remained with the project from his appointment in 1853 right through to its opening a decade later, a loyalty which, in truth, was guaranteed by the extremely generous remuneration of £137,700 he received. Given that this represented almost 15 per cent of the project’s costs, it was much more, relatively, than any of today’s fat cats receive, although Fowler would have had to pass on a proportion to his colleagues and assistants. Fowler was one of the great Victorian railway engineers and his skills were undoubtedly responsible for turning an ambitious project into reality. He came from Sheffield and his early work was on railways in Yorkshire and Lincolnshire. He moved to London in 1844 with a burgeoning reputation for innovative engineering and he was either the main or the consulting engineer on most of the London underground railways that were built until his death in 1898.


From an engineering point of view, the new railway involved a myriad of technical problems that had not been previously encountered. Shallow tunnels had never been built under city streets that contained all kinds of sewers, drains and pipes, many of which had to be diverted. Little was known about how the particular stresses and strains of an ‘under the streets’ railway would affect the brick arches used for the tunnels. And how to avoid undermining the foundations of nearby buildings was another novel challenge. Carving a railway line under a city was such a pioneering concept that it is impossible to exaggerate the courage of all concerned in pushing through and building the Underground.


Of course, the thousands of ‘navvies’ who supplied the brawn took the most risk, as construction methods were primitive. With labour incredibly cheap and a seemingly endless pool of men who had left agriculture to try their luck in the cities, there was little problem in finding workers to build railways such as the Metropolitan. The term ‘navvy’ derived from the word navigator, first used to describe the workers who built the navigation canals in the eighteenth century, and the nickname stuck when they went on to build docks and the railways. They had a fiercesome reputation for drinking and brawling and while they were not quite the wild men so often portrayed, their lives were tough and frequently cut short by accident or disease. Usually most of the navvies came from local agricultural areas through which the railway lines were being laid but, obviously, the Metropolitan was forced to look for labour further afield and men were drawn from across the nation, including Ireland and the Highlands of Scotland.


There were two shifts of navvies on the building of the Metropolitan and men worked through the night by the light of blazing flares. Despite this, the schedule of two years proved optimistic and construction dragged into a third year, much to the consternation of the residents and the traders who were affected by the building work. The building created an awful mess of mud and muck in the streets along the route and this affected tradesmen, who called meetings to fight against the threat to their livelihood. One group even formed the Euston Road Trade Protection Association to try to obtain reparations for the damage caused by the diggings and, as ever, the lawyers did well. The Metropolitan made some efforts to limit the damage it caused, particularly in wealthy areas. The best example occurred when, a little later, the railway expanded westwards: the Metropolitan built a fake façade in Leinster Gardens, near Bayswater, complete with windows and doors to cover the fact that this elegant terrace now had a big gap where numbers 23–24 had once stood. The mock houses, which remain a tourist curiosity today, were, reportedly, frequently used to play practical jokes on rookie messengers and post office boys.


Despite these efforts at mitigation, the disruption created by the building of the line must have been unbearable, as little consideration seems to have been paid to the needs of the local residents and businesses affected by the construction. A Victorian observer was rather understated in his perception:




The work of constructing this remarkable railway eventually became . . . somewhat wearisome to the inhabitants of the New Road [now Euston Road]. A few wooden houses on wheels first made their appearance, and planted themselves by the gutter; then came some wagons loaded with timber, and accompanied by sundry gravel-coloured men with picks and shovels. A day or two afterwards, a few hundred yards of roadway were enclosed, the ordinary traffic being, of course, driven into the side streets; then followed troops of navvies, horses and engines arrived, who soon disappeared within the enclosure and down the shafts. The exact operations could be but dimly seen or heard from the street . . . but paterfamilias, from his house hard by, could look down on an infinite chaos of timber, shaft holes, ascending and descending chains and iron buckets which brought rubbish from below to be carted away; or perhaps one morning he found workmen had been kindly shoring up his family abode with huge timbers to make it safer. A wet week comes, and the gravel in his front garden turns to clay; the tradespeople tread it backwards and forwards to and from the street door; he can hardly get out to business or home to supper without slipping, and he strongly objects to a temporary way of wet planks, erected for his use and the use of the passers-by, over a yawning cavern underneath the pavement.9
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