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INTRODUCTION


My interest in Archibald Sturrock was inspired by his granddaughter, my grandmother. She pointed out the railway works at Doncaster and the nearby railway church of St James, as we travelled between Darlington and London on the east coast main line in the late 1940s. She gave me his copy of G.F. Bird’s Locomotives of the Great Northern Railway and it was with her that I met briefly Sturrock’s daughter Georgina, who died at the age of ninety-nine in December 1951.


Sturrock left only one written record of his life. His memorandum For my children is a seventeen-page handwritten note signed on 9 June 1892, when he was seventy-five. He also gave an interview to the Railway Magazine in August 1907 in his ninety-first year. The family has retained his ‘testimonials’ on completing his apprenticeship and extracts from the GNR Board minutes concerning his appointment as locomotive and subsequently as carriage superintendent of the Great Northern Railway. A few papers concerning the early history of the Sturrocks in Forfar survive, including records of the rents received from the Sturrocks’ estate at Pitreuchie between 1794 and 1805. His two daughters compiled a scrapbook containing over thirty obituaries. Portraits and photographs of the Sturrock family are owned by my mother, Sturrock’s great-granddaughter, by my sister, myself and our cousin Michael Brerton.


I have been greatly assisted in the research for this book by Douglas Brown, who has made available to me his own research into the Sturrock family and introduced me to another descendant of Archibald’s father, John Sturrock. Douglas is an engineer, who was a LNER Premium Apprentice at the Plant, as the Doncaster railway works has traditionally been called. He accompanied me on many field trips and his engineering expertise was invaluable.


This book has been prepared largely from research at the National Archives at Kew and from archives and libraries in Bristol, Cambridge, Cardiff, Doncaster, Dundee, Forfar, Newcastle, Sheffield, Swindon, Winchester and York. I am most grateful to the archivists and librarians for the help they have provided. For information on locomotives built or designed by Sturrock, two studies published by the Railway Correspondence and Travel Society have been invaluable: Locomotives of the Great Western Railway Part Two Broad Gauge and N. Groves’s Great Northern Locomotive History vol.1 1847–1866. Sturrock’s copy of The Locomotives of the Great Northern Railway by G.F. Bird was of interest for Sturrock’s comments in the margins. For Sturrock’s life in Doncaster, the Doncaster Gazette and Doncaster Chronicle were the principle sources. Information on the Yorkshire Engine Co. was obtained largely from the company record books in the Sheffield archives.


Background information has been obtained particularly from E.T. MacDermot’s History of the GWR and J. Wrottesley’s and C.H. Grinling’s histories of the Great Northern Railway. Niall Ferguson’s Dundee & Newtyle provided context for Sturrock’s first experience with steam locomotives. The Diaries of Sir Daniel Gooch, Swindon Legacy of a Railway Town by John Cattell and Keith Falconer, and A.S. Peck’s The Great Western at Swindon Works were essential reading for Sturrock’s time with Brunel and Gooch at Paddington and Swindon. John Cattell let me see a copy of Edward Snell’s UK diary and advised me of the existence of his Australian diary. Commentaries on Sturrock’s life and work are contained in Twenty Locomotive Men by C. Hamilton Ellis, pages 64-74, and F.A.S. Brown’s Great Northern Locomotive Engineers vol.1 pages 45-112.


Four members of the Great Northern Railway Society (GNRS), Douglas Brown, Geoffrey Hughes, Paul Craig and Malcolm Crawley, were kind enough to read the manuscript and gave me many helpful comments. Alan Sibley of the GNRS and Reg Carter of the Stephenson Locomotive Society (SLS) provided substantial help with photographs. I am also most grateful to Paul Craig, Jeremy Suter, Geoffrey Hughes and Douglas Brown for supplying photographs from their collections. Any errors and omissions are entirely my responsibility.


Tony Vernon




1


SCOTTISH FOUNDATIONS


I thank God that he inspired me with the desire and gave me the health to work hard at a profession which I honestly confess I do not know why I ever entered; and I did work as hard and honestly for the two railways I served as if they had been my own property.1





Colonel Archibald Sturrock, VD, Hon. Colonel of the 5th Battalion King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry … had a marked personality. Nobody having once met him could well forget him … Indeed with men and women alike it was a burst of sunshine on a chilly day to have Mr Sturrock stop and talk.2





Mr Sturrock, albeit a very able engineer, never appeared to like his profession. He delighted in playing the part of a country squire of the best type. He was exceedingly fond of field sports. He hunted regularly till he was seventy-three and shot and fished until he was eighty-five. His dress was always entirely appropriate, not to his profession, but to his amusements.3





Archibald Sturrock combined an ability to enjoy life with a capacity to work diligently for two major railways, the Great Western and the Great Northern. A love of the countryside, a willingness to serve others and an ability to innovate can be seen in his family background. His father is reported to have been horrified at Archibald’s request to train as an engineer, but he consented. ‘What,’ John Sturrock retorted, ‘you want to become a blacksmith?’4


Archibald Sturrock was born on 30 September 1816 to John Sturrock, a banker and linen merchant, and his wife Christian in their substantial house at 2 Park Street, Dundee. Archibald was their fifth son. His father came from a prosperous Forfar family, which had made its money from manufacturing and trading in linen. Forfar was the principal town of what is now the county of Angus. William Sturrock, Archibald’s great-great-grandfather had been a Baillie or magistrate of the town in the early eighteenth century. His son John developed the family’s fortune in the linen trade and acquired an estate at Pitreuchie about a mile outside Forfar. John of Pitreuchie’s eldest son, also called John, was made a freeman and burgess of Forfar at the age of twenty-six in 1767 and is credited with being the first man to take the linen weavers out of their homes and group them together in a factory.5
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The rent roll for the Sturrock’s Pitreuchie estate for the year to Whitsunday 1805. (Author)


The Sturrocks were unusual in being members of the Scottish Episcopal Church. The church was formed from members of the Church of Scotland who did not want to adopt the Presbyterian form of government. The Episcopal Church suffered persecution because many members had supported the restoration of Prince Charles in 1745. Forfar church had remained Episcopalian till 1715 and, when the Episcopal Church was able to re-establish a place of worship in Forfar in 1770, John Sturrock of Pitreuchie provided the land. Supporters of the Episcopal Church were amongst the wealthier families in the Forfar community and intermarried. Such links were to remain important to the Sturrocks for both social and business reasons in succeeding generations.


Archibald’s father John arrived in Dundee in 1798 at the age of nineteen to take up an apprenticeship with Peter Stirling, a merchant in the linen trade. His own father had died some ten years previously, shortly before his grandfather, the purchaser of Pitreuchie. The estate was administered on young John’s behalf. It was sold, probably in 1805 when John reached the age of twenty-five, to his father’s sister Anne and her husband, John Ker.6 The young John Sturrock took steps to secure his position in Dundee society by taking on the treasurer’s role for the Dundee Episcopal Church in 1800.7 He enhanced his standing by marrying Christian, the nineteen-year-old daughter of David Ramsay, a merchant in the town, on 27 April 1803. As a result of his marriage, John was admitted a free burgess of the town and joined his father-in-law in the Guildry. John was now in a position to play a major role in the local community.


John and Christian’s first child Elizabeth was born prematurely on 6 December 1803 and died two days later. Their second child and eldest son, also called John, was born eighteen months later on 26 February 1805. In the meantime his father had become an ensign in the Dundee or Fifth Forfarshire Corps of Volunteer Infantry. Twins David and Silvester were born on 22 December 1806 and their sister Christian Sandeman on 28 August 1809. After a gap of almost six years, Robert was born on 6 July 1815 and Archibald just over a year later on 30 September 1816. The final child of the marriage, John Binny, arrived on his mother’s fortieth birthday in 1823.


Dundee was, by today’s standards, a modest town of 30,000 when Archibald was born. It was suffering from a downturn in the coarse linen trade as a result of the ending of the Napoleonic wars, when coarse linen had been much used for making tents. There were riots in the town, when the mob attacked the shops of meal sellers. Highway robberies were commonplace and there was no police force. Many merchants, attracted by the profits of banking, reduced their dependence on trade and became bankers.8 John Sturrock was no exception and in 1815 was elected treasurer of the newly formed Dundee Savings Bank. In 1827 he became the local agent for the Bank of Scotland, a role he undertook for the rest of his working life.


John’s public duties helped advance his business career. He served as Dean of Guild on the Town Council, where he dealt with warrants to build in the town. He was appointed to the Harbour Board at a period of rapid expansion and became a convenor or chairman of the Harbour Trustees. He served on the Gas Board, joined the Police Board when it was established and was a director of the Orphan Institution. He wrote papers on Dundee Harbour trade for the Journal of the London Statistical Society and expressed his views on the disadvantages of the Corn Laws. He served as a JP.


Archibald and his siblings grew up in a comfortable household, largely insulated from the poverty of the mass of the population of Dundee in the immediate aftermath of the Battle of Waterloo. By the time Archibald was looking for an apprenticeship, trade had recovered and the number of ships visiting the enlarged Dundee Harbour had increased from 157 in 1815 to 284 in 1833. Steam-driven ships were taking their place amongst the sails in Dundee Harbour and steam was driving the spindles in the mills. Dundee’s population had increased by 50 per cent to 45,000 in the sixteen years since Archibald’s birth.


Archibald was educated in the town where schooling was available only to those who could afford to pay. Eighty small private schools taught the basic skills of reading, writing and arithmetic. Three larger schools provided what we would call secondary education. The Grammar School had two staff teaching Latin and Greek; the English School, which shared a building with the Grammar School, had a master for English and a Master for writing. The Academy, the largest of the three, had four masters who taught Maths, Logic, Drawing, Natural Philosophy, Moral Philosophy, Chemistry and Modern Languages between them. The three schools came together as the Public Seminaries in 1833–34 the year after Archibald finished his education, and were subsequently known as Dundee High School.





Archibald needed to decide on a career. His eldest brother John had followed his father into banking. Through family connections, David had secured a position as an assistant surgeon with the East India Co. Silvester was unfit for work and Robert had entered the linen trade. As Archibald reached the age of fifteen, he will have noticed the impact of the steam engine in the mills and harbour of Dundee. Forty-eight steam engines of increasing size had been installed in the town and its surroundings by 1832. Archibald was attracted by the potential of the new technology.


The earliest steam engines had been brought in from Boulton & Watt, Fenton & Murray, Robert Napier and G.&J. Rennie. Foundries were established in Dundee from 1800 onwards to meet the need for machinery for the linen mills and, in due course, for the production and repair of steam engines. Charles Carmichael arrived from Glasgow in 1805 and was joined by his brother James in 1810. Their firm J.&C. Carmichael was one of the first to produce steam engines locally.


Archibald Sturrock chose the Dundee Foundry for his apprenticeship. It had commenced operations about 1790 and was owned by James Stirling and his brother, the Revd Robert Stirling. The brothers had experimented with air engines, where hot air was to be the motive power rather than steam, and taken out patents in 1816 and 1825. Archibald Sturrock started his apprenticeship on 1 September 1832, twenty-nine days before his sixteenth birthday. The main business of the firm was the manufacture of machinery for the linen trade, but in 1829 the firm had secured orders from the Dundee Perth & London Shipping Co. for engines and boilers for a tug, the William Wallace. Patrick Stirling, Robert’s son and Sturrock’s successor at the Great Northern Railway, commenced his apprenticeship with the firm as Sturrock’s time was drawing to a close.


Two events in Archibald’s apprenticeship were critical to his future career. The first was the chance to work on a locomotive for the Dundee & Newtyle Railway. The second was the opportunity to develop a friendship with Daniel Gooch, the future locomotive superintendent of the Great Western Railway.


The Dundee & Newtyle’s inaugural meeting had taken place in Dundee Town Hall on 16 June 1826, when Archibald was rising ten.9 The line ran from the north of Dundee in Ward Road through a tunnel under the Law as far as Newtyle, about 10 miles away on the edge of the Vale of Strathmore. The railway was expected to make its principle revenue from the transport of linen to Dundee. Construction was slow, partly due to difficulties with the short tunnel under the Law, and the line was not opened until December 1831. The carriages and wagons were pulled up the three inclined planes by stationary steam engines and pulled along the two flat sections by horses. Such a complex array of motive power was bound to be expensive. Ropes on the inclines had to be regularly replaced. Enginemen in the stationary engine houses were provided with telescopes to monitor the progress of trains. Travel on the line proved immediately popular with the locals.


As traffic grew, the directors realised they would have to increase speeds on the line and a decision was made to buy two locomotives from J.&C. Carmichael, who had supplied two of the stationary engines. Carmichaels had already built one locomotive for the Edinburgh and Dalkeith. The two engines, one for each level section of the line, were delivered in September and October 1833 and were called the Earl of Airlie and Lord Wharncliffe. The directors of the Dundee & Newtyle had been advised that there was a need for a spare, as engines were liable to break down, and the two Carmichael engines were no exception. The directors decided to purchase a third engine from the Dundee Foundry and this provided Archibald with his first opportunity to be involved with locomotive construction. The locomotive, named Trotter, was delivered in March 1834.
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Sturrock’s testimonial on completing his apprenticeship at the Dundee Foundry in 1852 is signed by the manager, James Stirling. (Author)


Trotter was a 4-2-0, with the 4ft 8in driving wheels to the rear, just in front of the firebox. The two vertically acting cylinders were at the front of the boiler and connected to the driving wheels by long connecting rods. A water cask was carried on a small four-wheeled tender.10 According to Archibald’s interview with the Railway Magazine in 1907, he was personally involved in setting up the locomotive to work on the railway. He recalled it was only 6 tons in weight, but company records suggest it was 8 tons 10cwt. Archibald helped with repairs to Trotter following a fatal accident in June 1834, when the tender was derailed and a man travelling illegally on the tender was crushed by the locomotive. Subsequently Archibald helped with a major overhaul of Trotter in April 1836, when the line was being extended to the harbour.11


The Dundee Foundry also built three locomotives for the Arbroath & Forfar Railway. A tender for £1,145 each was accepted in 1834; the first locomotive was not ready for operation until January 1839, by which time Archibald had completed his apprenticeship. These engines were 5ft 6in gauge 2-2-2s with inclined outside cylinders adjacent to the smoke box and 5ft driving wheels.12


Daniel Gooch arrived in Dundee on 17 February 1835.13 He wanted to work at the Dundee Foundry because it ‘did a class of work I had not had the opportunity of seeing, such as marine engines, flax and other general machinery’. Gooch noted that James Stirling was very pleasant. Day to day running of the works was in the hands of a Mr Leslie Meldrum, whom Gooch found difficult. Gooch was paid £1 a week and found he could easily live on this without the support of his widowed mother He took a room with a Mrs Stephens for 7s a week, but found the place noisy and had to use a poker on the ceiling to quieten the family above.


Gooch knew the manager of the Dundee & Newtyle Railway, a Mr Nicholson, from his days at the Bedlington ironworks in Northumberland. Mrs Nicholson introduced him to ‘some of the best families’. Daniel Gooch recalls in his memoirs: ‘The Sturrocks also lived here. Archie who afterwards served under me on the Great Western … was serving his time at the foundry, so that I had plenty of pleasant society.’ Gooch’s comments on Dundee society were echoed by another writer of the time:





From the number of wealthy families in the town, either engaged in business or enjoying the fruits of their hard and honourably earned affluence, the society of the place is extensive and pleasant. As business is now transacted chiefly before dinner, the evening is often devoted to domestic enjoyment, to useful instruction, to social parties or to the club.14





Archibald Sturrock recalled that Gooch had worked in the drawing office and had given him instruction in mechanical drawing. They attended lectures together at the Watt Institution, which had been established in 1824 principally to give lectures on engineering and scientific subjects to tradesmen and others interested in furthering their education. In the 1835–36 session, when Gooch attended with Archibald, there were fifteen lectures on physical science subjects, ten on natural history and six on other subjects. The benefits they both received from attending the Watt Institution encouraged Gooch and Archibald to support similar ventures in Swindon and Doncaster in later years. Gooch left Dundee on 6 January 1836 and Archibald completed his apprenticeship in August the following year.15





Dundee 5th December 1837


These are to certify that the bearer Mr Archibald Sturrock served a regular apprenticeship as an Engineer in the employment of the Dundee Foundry Company, namely from the first day of September one thousand eight hundred and thirty two to the thirty first day of August one thousand eight hundred and thirty seven inclusive, during which period he conducted himself with uniform propriety and acquired for himself the character of a good workman, having had opportunity also during the last two years of his engagement of showing an extensive and accurate knowledge of his profession – much beyond what is generally acquired during an Apprenticeship.


Jas. Stirling


Engineer & Manager for the Dundee Foundry Company.





Having celebrated his twenty-first birthday at the end of September 1837, Archibald looked to widen his engineering experience and broaden his education. He also took out his first game licence. He wrote in his memoir:





I then went to Manchester and worked as a journeyman mechanic for six months in the firm of Messrs. William Fairbairn and Company. That took place during the autumn of 1838 and the beginning of 1839. I then went abroad in the autumn of 1839 to travel and study for nearly 6 months in Brussels. I then visited Paris for about six weeks and returned early in 1840 to Scotland. Afterwards I studied geology and chemistry at Edinburgh University for six months.16





Fairbairns provided Archibald with essential additional experience. William Fairbairn had established his firm in Mattier Street, Manchester, in 1816. Like the Dundee Foundry, Fairbairns had extended their activities to include the design and construction of stationary steam engines and the manufacture of canal boats. By the time Archibald joined, its activities included locomotive manufacture. The largest customer was to be the Manchester & Leeds Railway for which Fairbairns built at least sixty-nine locomotives. They also supplied parts and undertook subcontract work for other locomotive manufacturers.17 Archibald received 34s per week and his overtime was paid at time and a quarter.


During his time in Belgium and Paris, he developed his fluency in French. His period of study in Edinburgh may have arisen due to his difficulty in finding a job in Scotland, which he put down to his youthful appearance. He extended his search into England and persuaded his old friend Daniel Gooch, who was now Locomotives Superintendent of the Great Western Railway, to give him an assistant’s role in the locomotive department at Paddington in the autumn of 1840. He never returned to live in Scotland.


Notes
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4  Interview given by his daughter Georgina Sturrock and quoted in F.A.S. Brown, From Stirling to Gresley 1882–1922, p.17.
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2


PADDINGTON AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF SWINDON


The Great Western main line to Bristol was incomplete when Sturrock joined Gooch at Paddington in the autumn of 1840. The line had opened to Maidenhead in June 1838 and reached Reading by March 1840. During July the line was extended to Farringdon Road, east of Swindon. In August the detached section from Bath to Bristol commenced operation.


Isambard Brunel, the engineer for the GWR, had appointed Gooch locomotive superintendent of the GWR in 1837. Unfortunately for Gooch, Brunel had already ordered locomotives to a specification which resulted in the manufacturers producing locomotives with excessively large driving wheels and small boilers and cylinders. Only the locomotives from the Vulcan Foundry and North Star, which had been designed by Robert Stephenson for another railway, were of use. Gooch notes: ‘For many weeks my nights were spent in a carriage in the engine house at Paddington, as repairs had to be done to the engines at night to get them to do their work the next day.’1 As a consequence of the problems with the locomotives, Gooch was required to report directly to the Board and not through Brunel. Gooch’s report criticised Brunel’s designs and alarmed the directors. However, Gooch gained the confidence of the Board and was permitted to design his own locomotives. He prepared drawings for two Classes of engines to be known as the Firefly and Sun Classes. The Great Western was probably the first railway to adopt a policy of standardisation.2


The Firefly Class of 2-2-2 express engines had 7ft driving wheels and were to be used on the relatively level line from Paddington to Swindon.3 The Sun Class engines were also 2-2-2s, but with 6ft driving wheels to give extra power for the undulating line west of Swindon. Both Classes owed much to Stephenson’s Star Class, which continued to be ordered alongside Gooch’s own designs. The first Firefly was delivered in March 1840 from Jones Turner and the first Sun was delivered a month later from R.&W. Hawthorn. By the time Sturrock arrived eleven Firefly Class and four Sun Class locomotives had been delivered, in addition to the nineteen engines built to Brunel’s specification and six Star Class locomotives from Robert Stephenson. Some of the early Brunel specification engines were already out of use.


Gooch appointed Sturrock without Brunel’s consent. On 6 October 1840 Brunel wrote to Gooch:
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Gorgon and Hesperus are examples of Firefly and Sun class 2-2-2s designed by Gooch and built by outside manufacturers between 1840 and 1842.
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Evening Star is one of Stephenson’s Star class locomotives on which the GWR largely relied prior to the delivery of engines designed by Gooch.





Please let me know directly you come home that I may fix a time for our meeting, as on my return to this end of the line I find several things in the Locomotive department requiring explanation and which are at present quite unintelligible to me and very unsatisfactory.


The Directors disapproving some of the arrangements of the engines, on Sunday last and wishing for an explanation I sent for Andrews. I was surprised to find that he considered he was not responsible but referred me to Mr Sturrocks [sic] or some such name; he may or may not be a proper person and Andrews may or may not have proved himself efficient, but it can not be right that a man whose name neither I nor any of the Directors heard before should be appointed to any responsible situation or that any such important change should be made without my sanction and I should not have done it without the Directors’ sanction, but that is a matter between the Directors and myself – you should look to me – A practical evil has resulted the probable consequences of which I am frightened to think of.


On Saturday I saw an engine on the line near the Scrubs sent to look for the 3 o’clock up train in which I was and which was very late; this engine started after the 6 out and without any special order from anybody but in consequence of some general order which Sturrock tells me is sufficient and returned on the wrong line. I cannot contemplate the dreadful results that might, I do not say it is probable, happen from such a general order and from such a particular case, without feeling the necessity of a total revision of our locomotive system and the necessity of taking the management more into my own hands than I have hitherto done, partly from my great confidence in you and partly from the necessity of devoting so much of my time to the works on the line.4





Sturrock’s first and difficult meeting with Brunel took place at Paddington station, where the locomotive department was based. Paddington was a modest structure, for the GWR had planned to run its trains into Euston, a joint station with the London and Birmingham. Negotiations broke down in December 1835 and the GWR opted for an independent approach to London. The 1838 station used the arches of the new Bishop’s Bridge to accommodate booking hall and office, waiting rooms and parcels depot. Carriages could pass through two of the central arches to be loaded onto and off the trains. When goods traffic started to develop, modest facilities were provided adjacent to Eastbourne Terrace in the station approach.


One of Gooch’s first tasks on joining the GWR in August 1837 had been to prepare plans for engine houses at Paddington and Maidenhead.5 The central portion of the Paddington engine house was a 130ft diameter roundhouse with a pair of straight sheds at each end. A series of workshops was situated to the north of the engine house between two sidings with connections to the arrivals platform. Eight radial roads on which engines could be stored were accessed through a 35ft central turntable. This engine house was Sturrock’s first place of work with the GWR.


With locomotives arriving at a rate of two per month, Sturrock supervised the testing of new locomotives and the training of drivers and firemen, a role he shared with Thomas Crampton, who had worked originally for Marc Brunel, Isambard’s father, and joined the GWR in 1839. Crampton was born in Broadstairs on 6 August 1816 and was the same age as Gooch and Sturrock. He took out his first patent in 1843, the year before he left the GWR to work for Rennie. His locomotives were to be widely used in northern and eastern France, in Belgium and Germany; Sturrock was to adopt one of his patents on the Great Northern in later years.6


By July 1841 Sturrock and Crampton were training drivers in the use of the bank engine through the Box Tunnel. The missing link between Chippenham and Bath had opened on 30 June 1841. Sturrock wrote to Frederick Clarke, the traffic superintendent:





Will you have the goodness to send instructions to Dixon to permit the Bank Engine to pop through the tunnel without the presence of Mr Crampton or myself, as we go to London tomorrow? Would you also authorise the policeman at Box station to allow the trains to proceed, without stopping, through the bridge at the crossing before arrival at Box, as for the future the trains are to be pushed by the Bank Engine? Instructions have been sent to all the enginemen so that they understand exactly how to conduct the train, as to speed etc, and today I am to show them personally how to drive.7





The opening of the Box Tunnel was not without mishap. As Gooch’s memoirs indicate:





Only one line of rails was completed through the tunnel the day we opened and the trains had therefore to work on a single line. I undertook to accompany all trains through the tunnel, and did so the 1st day and night, also the second day, intending to be relieved when the mail came down on the second night at about 11 o’clock. That night we had a very narrow escape of a fearful accident. I was going up the tunnel with the last train up when I fancied I saw some green lights (danger) placed as they were in the front of our trains. A second’s reflection convinced me it was the mail coming down. I lost no time in reversing the engine I was on and running back to Box station with my train as quickly as I could, when the mails came down close behind me. The policeman at the top of the tunnel had made some blunder and sent the mails on when they arrived there. Had the tunnel not been pretty clear of steam we must have met in full career and the smash would have been fearful, cutting short my career also.8





On the same day in October 1840 that Brunel wrote to Gooch to complain about Sturrock’s appointment, the Board passed the following resolution: ‘That the principle locomotive station and repair shops be established at or near the junction with the Cheltenham and Gloucester Union at Swindon.’9 Gooch had convinced Brunel and the Board that the site at Swindon was the best location. It was a central point for the repair shops and, although nearer to Bristol than to London, was the best place to change engines and for servicing the locomotives to be provided to work the Cheltenham line. The only likely drawback was the absence of a water supply other than from the canal. A contract for the construction of Swindon was approved by the Board in April 1841.10 Bertram, one of Brunel’s engineers, was to supervise the construction and Sturrock to install the machinery.


During this period, Sturrock made the acquaintance of Caroline Sophia Fullerton, his future wife. Her family came from Carstairs in Lanarkshire. Her father had been with the East India Co. and had died in 1824. Sophia Fullerton, Caroline’s mother, had returned to London following her husband’s death and lived in Marylebone, no great distance from Paddington. Her brothers, William and Charles, who were born in June 1816 and October 1817, were out in India.
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Caroline Fullerton, Sturrock’s wife as a child, with her two brothers William and Charles in 1827. (Author)


The engine shed, engine house and erecting shop fitted out by Sturrock were described in detail by Bourne in 1845, some two years after the formal opening of the works in January 1843:11





At some distance west of the passenger station, on the north side of the line, is the engine depot: its arrangements are upon a large scale, and capable of accommodating about a hundred engines: these consist of the engines in actual use, of the stock of spare engines, and of those undergoing repair. At this station every train changes its engine, so that from this circumstance alone, at least twice as many engines are kept here as at any other part of the line.





The engine shed is a rectangular building, 490 feet long by 72 feet broad, and capable of holding upon its four lines of rails 48 engines and tenders… The engines standing here are all in serviceable condition, and a sufficient number of them are ready, with their steam up, to carry on the business of the Railway. In the centre of it and at right angles to this shed, and abutting against its northern side is the Engine house; this is an oblong room, 290 feet by 140 feet, and divided by two rows of columns into three compartments; the engines stand in the side compartments, transversely, as horses in the stalls of a stable; and the central part, 50 feet broad, is occupied by a large platform, travelling on wheels from one end of the house to the other, and by means of which an engine can be readily transferred between the central part and any one of the stalls.





To the east of the engine house or main repair shops were two blocks. The southern block immediately opposite the engine house contained the offices and stores. Gooch had his own office, bedroom and drawing office at the northern end of the top floor of this block. The northern block, which was closest to the line to Cheltenham, was also of two stories and housed the fitting shops. Tucked under the stairs of this block was a small office, about 10ft by 10ft, which Sturrock used and where he nearly lost his life.12 A party of labourers was lugging a heavy piece of metal along the landing of the stairs, which formed the roof of Sturrock’s office. A plank gave way; the piece of iron disappeared and, passing through the roof, fell on and smashed up the desk at which Sturrock was sitting.





Sturrock’s relationship with Brunel was, for the most part, improving. In September 1842 Brunel invited Sturrock to draw up a specification and price list for a twenty-engine repair facility. However, a month later Brunel complained to Gooch about Sturrock taking action without proper authority:





I understand from Mr Spiller today that he was about to make some alterations in the forge work as supplied by him under a contract in consequence of directions I think given by Sturrock. I have told him not only will I not pay for but I will not allow any alterations to be made without my written instructions. Let Sturrock understand this … take care that anything is done out of the ordinary without my first sanctioning it … I should not have objected as it happens but I might have had reasons for not having it tried or not thinking it worth the expense …





The Swindon works machinery was put into operation in November 1842, although the official opening did not take place till January 1843. Brunel was concerned that Sturrock should not see himself as permanently based at Swindon and sent Gooch another longwinded but considerate letter:13





I forgot to mention yesterday that it appears to me that Sturrock is settling himself at Swindon as if he were regularly appointed or were sure of being so as the head of the establishment. Such is by no means the case – I once inquired of you what you thought of Sturrock’s capabilities for it – but I subsequently told you that the appointment of Swindon must come before the Board and that Sturrock must not consider himself as otherwise than merely erecting the tools and putting the shop to work – perhaps he does so understand his position but several little things have led me to think otherwise – and if I am right it would be a kindness in you to correct him – so far from his appointment being certain I have not myself made up my mind on the subject and have great doubts whether the directors are not likely to come to the conclusion that you yourself reside there. I have always assumed perhaps incorrectly that you would prefer remaining in London and have not broached the subject but remarks have been made which convince me that, when the question comes before the Board, they will all be of that opinion – and if that has not occurred to you before, it is well you should now think of it, but, while thinking of it, do not forget Sturrock and do not let him consider himself appointed and settled in a berth where certainly he is not.





Whether Sturrock was officially in charge or not, he was left to find the Swindon workforce. Swindon works was about a mile from the ‘old’ town of Swindon and Sturrock needed cottages close to the new works. An agreement with the contractors Rigbys required them to build 300 cottages at their own expense on land owned by the company. The cottages were to be leased to the company, which planned to recover the costs in rent from the employees.14 The cottages were to be completed by December 1842 in time for the opening. The schedule was over-ambitious and about 130 were eventually built. The shortage was ameliorated by speculative private building, but there was general overcrowding in the village.15





Railway workers had to be mobile in those days and an early recruit was Edward Snell, who came to work at Swindon on 28 February 1843 at the age of twenty-two. Snell kept a diary which gives a flavour of life at Swindon in Sturrock’s time. Snell had served an apprenticeship with Henry Stothert in Bristol and joined Swindon as a fitter. On his first day he was introduced to Sturrock and records, ‘Went over to the shops – introduced to Mr Sterrick [sic] the foreman – young fellow and rather swellish.’16


In July Snell asked Sturrock for time off to see the launch of Brunel’s iron ship at Bristol: ‘The Great Britain steamship [is] to be launched today, so asked Sturrock’s permission to go down to Bristol to see it. Obtained leave and left the works at 7, cleaned and dressed and proceeded to station. The train with Prince Albert reached Swindon about ¼ to 9, waited 3 minutes and on again – driven by Gooch and engine embellished with Royal Arms, Union Jack etc’.17 Snell did not bother to go to the launch but spent the day with friends in Bath.


In spite of the company’s efforts to make Swindon a more attractive place to live and work, it was not always successful. Snell handed in his notice:





I had been heartily tired of Swindon for some time and had written to Mr G. Stothert to say so and he kindly applied to Mr Penn on my behalf, who agreed to employ me whenever I came to Greenwich, so I gave Mr Sturrock a week’s notice last Friday week – on the Saturday last but one he sent me to Box to examine the bank engine…I slept on a bench till the steam was blown down and the fire dropped – I examined the firebox.





Snell did not find Greenwich quite as enjoyable as he had hoped and four months later was back working for Sturrock as a draughtsman:





Have been offered a situation as draughtsman at Swindon – spent time in London – on Friday left London by the 2 o’clock train and arrived at Swindon at 5. Called on Mr Sturrock and on Saturday at half past 6 commenced drawing a locomotive – full size in the pattern shop with Hawitt.





On Christmas Eve 1844 Sturrock gave Snell a pass to go and see his friends in Bath. Over subsequent months Snell progressed well and was made head draughtsman on £2 2s per week plus ‘plenty of overtime.’18 The fast expansion of the works in subsequent years gave good opportunities for promotion for many of the skilled craftsmen and children of railway workers.


Sturrock was established as manager of the Swindon works by April 1844, for his salary was brought up for consideration by the Board. Brunel was asked to prepare a report, but no decision on Sturrock’s salary is recorded. The Board had considered building a house for Gooch at Swindon the previous year, but had been persuaded by Gooch that the new train service meant he could get to Swindon easily when needed and should remain in London. Sturrock was, therefore, sufficiently confident of his position to plan marriage. Caroline Fullerton and Archibald Sturrock were married on 30 January 1845 at St Marylebone Parish Church. Sturrock was recorded as living in Swindon and his future wife with her mother in the parish of St Marylebone.
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