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To three classic railwaymen – David Prescott, Rae Montgomery and John Yellowlees – without whom this book would not be what it is


And to my late father, Frank, who – personally and professionally – challenged the conventional wisdom on rail closures in the 1960s





Choices . . .


‘In 1962 the Marples / Beeching axis began to define their territorial ambitions about rural railways. They laid it down in general that rural railways did not pay, which was true; and could never pay, which was false.’


Gerry Fiennes
I Tried to Run a Railway (1967)


‘Did you notice in yesterday’s papers that the loss and misuse of tarpaulins in Scottish Region of BR is now costing them more than they will save from branch line closures?’


Frank Spaven
Scottish Office internal memorandum
6 April 1962


‘Remedies to combat travel sickness [on replacement buses] e.g. MARZINE AND KWELLS, are readily available . . . On longer bus journeys on buses with no toilet facilities, any juvenile incontinence may be relieved by asking bus conductors to make a short stop.’


BR ‘Brief for Liaison Officer’ (Aberdeen–Fraserburgh closure)
11 November 1963


‘[The Minister of Transport] has not made the merest pretence of answering the people who argue that there are ways of running the [Deeside] line more economically.’


Editorial column
Press and Journal
19 October 1965






. . . and Consequences


‘When the train came in, you met people. The line was a link with the outside world and kept us alive. Now the contact is broken and the place is dead.’


Duncan Kennedy
The Birth and Death of a Highland Railway (1971)


‘. . . only just over a quarter of the former rail users reported that they did not have their lives altered in some practical way . . . Well over half their former rail-based activities were affected, as were two-thirds of the types of destination that they had previously reached by train. Over a third replaced not only their travel method but also the destination of some of their journeys, and one in twelve ceased altogether the activities they had previously reached by the branch lines.’


Mayer Hillman and Anne Whalley
The Social Consequences of Rail Closures (1980)


‘. . . the cuts in rail infrastructure caused falls in population in affected areas relative to less affected areas, loss of educated and skilled workers, and an ageing population . . . the 1 in 5 places in Britain that were most exposed to the rail network cuts saw 24 percentage points less growth in population than the 1 in 5 places that were least exposed.’


Stephen Gibbons, Stephan Heblich and Ted Pinchbeck
The Spatial Impacts of a Massive Rail Disinvestment Program: the Beeching Axe
CEP Discussion Paper No. 1563, London School of Economics (2018)
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Foreword


Look at a map of the current Scottish rail network and you will struggle to find a single surviving rural branch line. These once ubiquitous feeder routes to Scotland’s main lines – typically single-track and less than 20 miles long – had all but gone by 1969, swept away by the infamous Beeching Report and its aftermath. But why did we lose so many railways linking significant towns the length and breadth of the country? This is an important aspect of modern Scottish history, which has never been explored in depth – and it’s also been a big part of my life.


I’m a child of the Beeching era. Growing up in north Edinburgh in the 1950s and early 1960s – in a household without a car, and with a father who had a keen personal and professional interest in railways – travel by train on day trips and holidays was central to the life of the Spaven family. And I had been won over by the trainspotting bug before I was even 10 years old.


But I was also realising that the familiar world of the railway was changing – and mostly not for the better. Our local station – Granton Road on the Edinburgh (Princes Street) to Leith North line – lost its passenger trains in April 1962, just two months after another family favourite, the Peebles line, had closed completely.


This was a small foretaste of the sweeping closure programme which would follow Dr Beeching’s 1963 report, formally titled The Reshaping of British Railways.1 Soon we could no longer travel by train to Ballater, Crail, Grantown-on-Spey, Kelso and Killin – and worst of all, Melrose, Hawick and Riccarton Junction, when the entire Waverley Route was axed in 1969. And I had a vague realisation of another connection: in the early to mid 1960s my father, Frank, as a civil servant at the Scottish Office, was playing a key role advising on the anticipated regional development implications of the planned Beeching closures.


Neither he nor I ever lost our anger at the short-sighted closure of the busiest section of the Waverley Route between Edinburgh and Hawick, but in the early 1990s we were able to provide advice and encouragement to the first tentative steps to campaign for the re-opening of the railway. By then, on the eve of rail privatisation, I had taken redundancy from British Rail after 18 years in the industry in freight marketing management. Thereafter, while working professionally as a rail consultant, I also spent two decades as a volunteer helping to campaign for a re-opened Borders Railway. Unlike most of the worthy transport campaigns in which I’ve been involved since my late teens, this one was – famously – successful.


While researching the Beeching Report for an article in Modern Railways magazine in the run-up to the 50th anniversary of its 1963 publication, I re-examined the 10 case studies he presented to illustrate the financial rationale for line closures. One of these was the Gleneagles–Crieff / Comrie branch, and my analysis of the line’s costs and revenue data persuaded me that the Gleneagles–Crieff section should have been reprieved and then heavily rationalised, rather than closed completely. Would archive material, I wondered, shed further light on this and other examples of what I began to regard as ‘Beeching’s blind spot’?


Most Scottish railway histories – with a few notable exceptions, such as A. Derek Farr’s Stories of Royal Deeside’s Railway – have devoted remarkably little attention to the Beeching era. A related point is the neglect by historians – other than Farr – of a key question: how many Scottish branch lines were needlessly axed due to a failure to 1) undertake sensible economies short of closure and 2) implement fit-for-purpose service upgrades? The former aspect had first come to my attention as early as 1967 in I Tried to Run a Railway,2 the seminal memoir by Gerry Fiennes, General Manager of British Rail Eastern Region, who pioneered the concept of implementing major infrastructure and operational economies on branch lines to create ‘basic railways’. It was a book which earned him the sack, but also exposed a fundamental flaw in Beeching’s treatment of loss-making lines.


The appeal to me of writing a book on the bigger picture of the demise of the Scottish rural branch line was not only in unearthing historical revelations about the mistakes of the Beeching era (as I had explored for Waverley Route: the life, death and rebirth of the Borders Railway3 and Highland Survivor: the story of the Far North Line4), but also – given my involvement in campaigning for the Borders Railway – in the consideration of how many of the branch lines might now justify re-opening.



How do we define a branch line?


The 10 line closures dissected in greatest detail in Part Two of this book are primarily – but not exclusively – located in central, eastern and northern Scotland, reflecting my own personal experience and opinions. And some of these routes do stretch the traditional view of the length of a branch line – which prompted me to go back to basics: what is the definition of a branch line? British Branch Lines,5 written in 1965 by that doyen of railway authors, H.A. Vallance, notes that there was a ‘marked divergence of opinion as to what constituted a branch line’ during a discussion following a lecture on economies in railway operation. ‘Neither the lecturer nor any member of his audience was prepared to give a description that would fit all cases, and subsequent attempts to find an all-embracing answer to this question have proved equally unsuccessful.’


In The Country Railway,6 David St John Thomas beautifully evokes the life and times of the typical British branch line, but he does not explicitly offer a definition. After perusing a number of dictionary listings, I concluded that the best came from www.lexico.com: ‘A secondary railway line running from a main line to a terminus.’7 But I would add reference to distance: ‘A secondary railway line – typically less than 20 miles in length – running from a main line to a terminus.’ Such a definition distinguishes it from a ‘cross-country’ line, which can be defined as a secondary railway linking two main lines; cross-country lines were usually also longer than branch lines.


Eight of the case studies in Part Two involve routes which were, at some stage of their history, cross-country lines – the justification for inclusion being my view that only a shorter, ‘branch’ element of the through railway merited reprieve in the Beeching era. Scotland’s Lost Branch Lines sticks largely to what might be described as ‘rural’ or ‘semi-rural’ railways, so only some of the more significant closures within the ‘Greater Glasgow’ conurbation and Edinburgh are specifically identified.


Sources and acknowledgements


The key primary sources of rarely or never referenced material which have helped to inform this book’s analysis of the Beeching era are the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) archive at the Modern Records Centre of Warwick University, and British Railways’ internal ‘Brief[s] for Liaison Officer[s]’ (produced prior to public hearings on proposed line closures) held at the National Records of Scotland, in Edinburgh. The NUR files have been crucial to a central thesis of the book – that BR chose (or was told) to ignore the scope for infrastructure and staffing economies as an alternative to closure – while the BR briefs reveal much of the ‘mind-set’ which drove the closure programme in the 1960s. The wider context for the story of Scotland’s branch lines has been informed by a variety of histories of the country’s railways and of individual branch lines. All of these are referenced in the notes section, and the principal sources are listed in the bibliography. Endnote numbers are used throughout the text, and the vast majority provide references for quotes, etc. However, in some cases the endnotes supply additional information on a topic, and the note number is accordingly italicised within the text.


I am particularly grateful to three friends and former ‘industry insiders’ – David Prescott, Rae Montgomery and John Yellowlees – for their insights and input. David began his career with British Rail only 11 years after Beeching had reported, and he found that many of the attitudes of that era were still prevalent. He had a long career in the rail industry – in operations, marketing and business management – culminating in senior management posts in the passenger sector. Subsequent work as a senior rail adviser to Transport Scotland allowed him to see the rail industry from the other side of the fence. David brought an acute perspective to aid my analysis of network contraction during and after Beeching, an attribute which has much helped me in our work together in rail consultancy over the last two decades.


Rae Montgomery worked for BR throughout the Beeching era and in the early 1960s held the post of Reshaping Assistant at the Divisional Manager’s office in Inverness. He was directly involved in the closure process through compiling the Briefs for Liaison Officers for the Ballachulish and Crieff / Comrie branches (as well as other threatened routes) – not that he necessarily agreed with all the views therein! Rae is particularly well placed to judge the prevailing culture and management imperatives which helped to reshape the rail network. He also has an encyclopaedic knowledge of Scotland’s railways and a keen eye for writing style and spelling, much to my benefit.


John Yellowlees (latterly ScotRail’s Honorary Rail Ambassador, or ‘Mr Railway’ in Scotland) worked for more than 25 years as a professional railwayman, and there is little which he does not know about the history and geography of our rail system. John’s eagle eye sharply scrutinised the entire text and made important comments and corrections on both railway facts and my use of English.


My friend and fellow Birlinn author Andy Drummond brought a well-informed perspective to copy-reading late drafts of the book, making invaluable comments on content, structure and style. His meticulously-researched and highly-recommended A Quite Impossible Proposal, the story of the ill-fated attempt to build a railway from Garve to Ullapool, was published in 2020.8


Andrew Boyd knows more about Scotland’s railway history than almost anyone else, and he came to my aid on a number of aspects of this book’s analysis, as well as supplying some vital documents from his personal archive, notably the BR Scottish Region ‘Sectional Appendix’ for 1960 and ‘The Register of Scottish Signal Boxes’.


I am fortunate that Robert Drysdale was researching a planned book on the demise of Edinburgh’s suburban railways at the same time as I was putting together Scotland’s Lost Branch Lines – he unearthed a number of valuable references for my work from the National Archives, in London, and the National Records of Scotland, in Edinburgh.


My old friends David Fasken and Bill Jamieson played an important part, too, with David reviewing (and improving) the Buchan chapter, and Bill likewise the chapter on Peebles, the analysis of the steam-to-diesel changeover in the North East and all the map and photo captions. Thanks are also due to members of the Great North of Scotland Railway Association, and to railway author Sandy Mullay, for their assistance.


I am grateful to a variety of contributors for the maps and photos, which beautifully illustrate this history of Scotland’s branch lines. I have benefited from the considered craft of Alan Young’s delightful hand-drawn maps, while the crucial photographic input – as well as my father’s and my own collection – is largely the work of the late Sandy Murdoch (courtesy of Transport Treasury),9 David Murray-Smith, the late WAC Smith (also courtesy of Transport Treasury) and Norman Turnbull. (The photos within each plate section are predominantly arranged in chronological order.)


Last, but not least, my thanks go to Birlinn, in particular to Managing Director Hugh Andrew for our discussions on various book ideas, which finally settled on Scotland’s branch lines, and to Editorial Manager Andrew Simmons for his invaluable guidance throughout the publication process.


Preface to the 2024 edition


I am so delighted that the success of the 2022 hardback edition of Scotland’s Lost Branch Lines has led to this paperback reprint. Minor stylistic, grammatical and factual amendments / corrections have been made throughout the text. Recently unearthed archive material has also been added. And a new analysis of year-by-year passenger route closures in Scotland since the 1923 Grouping – with some surprising results – has been included in the Appendix. In addition, given wider political and transport changes since the original text was completed in 2021, there have inevitably been rail-related developments which needed to be discussed. These are nearly all contained in Chapter 15.


With the ‘climate emergency’ now widely understood – and rail’s environmental and safety credentials (and its role in economic regeneration) firmly established – one might reasonably have expected the prospects for rail route re-openings to be significantly better in 2024 than 2021. Sadly, however, progress has been painfully slow, reflecting the Scottish Government’s financial woes, Network Rail’s continuing ‘gold-plating’ of new infrastructure, and a stubborn political bias towards road building ahead of rail development.


Perhaps a fitting example of such factors which impact so much on railway re-opening prospects is provided by an existing rail route: the Highland Main Line from Perth to Inverness. In all the furore over the delay, from 2025 to 2035, of the completion of A9 dualling, barely a mention has been made of the scope to substantially upgrade the parallel railway – reducing carbon emissions, and cutting deaths and injuries on the road. The A9 to Inverness was completely rebuilt in the 1970s and ’80s – and is nowhere less than two-lane (single carriageway), with substantial stretches of dual-carriageway – yet two-thirds of the Highland Main Line remain single-track and its infrastructure capacity is less than it was 40 years ago.


Over the last decade, Scottish Government investment in the railway has been a very modest £57 million (spent on minor upgrades at Aviemore and Pitlochry), whereas £451 million has been sunk in the A9.10 A total estimated bill of £3.7 billion (i.e. £3,700 million) is planned for road dualling, but pledges – from the very early years of the first SNP government – to significantly upgrade the railway have been conveniently forgotten.


As someone who began campaigning for a better balance between road and rail investment in the late 1960s – while living in Inverness – I sometimes despair that so little has changed. However, given the new technical opportunities for railways outlined in Chapter 15, I also live in hope!


David Spaven


Comrie, Perthshire


March 2024





Glossary and list of abbreviations


‘The railway’ is a parallel universe, with its own language. For example, in this book, the singular phrase ‘the railway’ is often used where readers might expect the plural version, ‘the railways’. This is because people in the industry traditionally say: ‘I work on the railway.’ They regard it as one entity, even in the era of privatisation, with the industry fragmented into multiple different companies.


Where examples of jargon or abstruse technical terms are deployed in the text on single occasions, clarification is provided in the notes at the end of the book. For words or phrases used more frequently, brief explanations are provided here:


block post: the controlling point (traditionally at a signal box) of the start / end of a block section equipped with stop signals.


block section: the length of track between two block posts on which only one train is allowed in each direction – or in the case of single-track lines, to ensure that the line between crossing loops can only be occupied by one train at any one time.


bogie: the structure underneath a railway vehicle to which axles (and, hence, wheels) are attached through bearings – as distinct from vehicles such as railbuses, which have rigidly mounted axles.1


chord: a short section of track connecting two separate rail routes, often creating the third side of a rail ‘triangle’.


crossing loop: a short section of second track provided on a single-track railway (typically at stations) to allow two trains travelling in opposite directions to cross each other; in modern incarnations it can also be signalled to allow a faster train to overtake a slower one travelling in the same direction.


Diesel Multiple Unit (DMU): a bogied multiple-unit (multiple-carriage) train powered by on-board diesel engines and requiring no separate locomotive as the engines are incorporated into one or more of the units (normally under the floor, between the bogies). Single-unit ‘railcars’ (see Chapter 8) were categorised as DMUs, but, confusingly, the battery-powered two-car multiple unit deployed on the Deeside Line (see Chapter 12) was also described as a railcar.


heavy rail: ‘. . . conventional railways forming part of the national network, including commuter, intercity, high-speed rail, rural and freight services, as distinct from metro, light rail and tram lines, people movers and similar.’2


long siding: often applied to a branch which has been rationalised down to a single-track ‘basic railway’ with no loops, sidings or pointwork on the branch itself (such as the current Drem–North Berwick line).


One Engine in Steam / One Train Working: method of control of a branch line whereby a physical token and signals at the junction permit only one train to be operational on the line at any one time – more flexible than a long siding, since points and goods sidings, etc., controlled by the train crew can be retained (as in the case of the St Combs branch prior to its 1960 conversion into a long siding, see Chapter 9).


permanent way: ‘. . . the elements of railway lines: the pairs of rails typically laid on the sleepers . . . embedded in ballast, intended to carry the ordinary trains of a railway. It is described as a permanent way because in the earlier days of railway construction, contractors often laid a temporary track to transport spoil and materials about the site; when this work was substantially completed, the temporary track was taken up and the permanent way installed.’3


railbus: a lightweight single-car diesel unit (with four wheels and two rigidly mounted axles), most often associated with those introduced by BR on branch lines in 1958. These had a single central door on each side of the unit, and seats for only 46–56 passengers. The different classes of railbus ranged from 105 to 150 horsepower (hp), and all were withdrawn from service by 1968.4


rolling stock: the wheeled vehicles of a railway, such as locomotives, passenger coaches and freight wagons. ‘The word “stock” in the term is used in a sense of inventory. Rolling stock is considered to be a liquid asset, or close to it, since the value of the vehicle can be readily estimated and then shipped to the buyer without much cost or delay. The term contrasts with fixed stock (infrastructure), which is a collective term for the track, signals, stations, other buildings, electric wires, etc., necessary to operate a railway.’5


single-line token (or ‘tablet’): the Electric Token Block system is based on the principle that ‘every train passing through a single line section must carry a token, obtained from a token instrument, of which there is one at each end of each section. The instruments at each end of a section are electrically interlocked so that it is possible for only one token to be “out” (i.e., in use) for the section at one and the same time. The token may take the form of a circular tablet, a few inches in diameter, or a metal key about 6 inches long. It is placed in a leather pouch with a large loop handle to facilitate the handover from signaller to driver, and vice versa.’6


solum: the land on which a railway – now closed – was located, but with the track and signalling removed.


Telephone & Notice Board: a very low-cost form of signalling for freight-only lines, where stop signals were replaced by a notice board instructing the train driver to phone the designated (controlling) person – often a signalman at a signal box some miles away, but also possibly a shunter at a yard – who would authorise the move past the notice board.


TramTrain: lightweight electric trams (generally using an overhead power supply) which can negotiate sharper curves and steeper gradients than heavy rail trains. As a result of these features (and with level road crossings being an accepted part of the operation, unlike on new heavy rail routes), much of the major engineering which would otherwise be needed to get round or over breaches of old railway alignments by housing, roads, etc., can be avoided. TramTrains can also operate over heavy rail routes, and – through multiple on-street stops – are better able to penetrate city centres than can heavy rail services on their segregated tracks.7


Type 2 diesel: in 1957, with the shift away from steam traction, BR introduced a new ‘Type’ classification for diesels, based on the power of the locomotive. Type 2 locos were those with engines of between 1,000 and 1,499hp – and they were the operational mainstay on those of the routes examined in Part Two of this book which did not convert to DMU operation. Other diesel locos were classified as Shunters or Types 1, 3, 4 or 5.8


Up / Down directions of travel: on most of the British railway network, ‘Up’ is the direction towards London, and ‘Down’ is the direction away from London.
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PART ONE


The birth, life and death of Scotland’s branch lines





1


Branch lines everywhere in the private sector era


Travelling by car today through the hilly terrain of north Fife, a visitor – and perhaps even a local – would be surprised to learn that trains ever traversed this thinly populated rural area. Few traces are now left of what was, in 1909, the final passenger railway to be opened in Scotland prior to the modern ‘post-Beeching’ era.


Like a number of the last rail routes to be built north of the border, the line from Glenburnie Junction (near Newburgh) to St Fort essentially went from nowhere to nowhere – although arguably the North British Railway may have seen potential for through traffic from Perth to St Andrews. But, unsurprisingly, given the sparsity of local population and lack of industry, its passenger service succumbed to road competition in 1951 (after a life of only 42 years) and freight in 1964. North Fife was never ‘railway country’.


Such late line openings in the first decade of the 20th century – there were a handful, notably branches to Ballachulish, Dornoch, Fort Augustus and Mallaig, and the cross-country link from Dunfermline via Culross to Kincardine – were the tail-end of a Scottish railway-building era stretching back to the late 1820s and early 1830s, when, for example, the noteworthy Dundee & Newtyle, Edinburgh & Dalkeith and Garnkirk & Glasgow Railways were under construction.


The development of the main line system in Scotland, with its sparser population and often more difficult geography, lagged behind England. The Callander & Oban Railway, the Highland Main Line to Inverness, the Waverley Route from (Edinburgh and) Hawick to Carlisle, the West Highland Railway to Fort William, and links to Stranraer only opened between 1860 and 1900. But people everywhere – not just on main line corridors – had been ‘clamouring to be connected to the railway’,1 and a significant number of branch lines had opened in Scotland by 1860, notably in the 1850s – many of them either spun off from the Glasgow–Aberdeen main line through Strathmore, or from the nascent Great North of Scotland Railway system radiating from Aberdeen. Among the country towns connected to the network were Aboyne, Alford, Callander, Crieff, Dunkeld (later to be the starting point of the Highland Main Line to Inverness), Jedburgh, Peebles and St Andrews. Typically, such branch lines were built by a local company formed for that purpose, with some, but not all, of the required finance provided by an established railway company which would eventually operate the line.2


The 1860s also saw a surge of rural construction, including the Buchan lines to Fraserburgh and Peterhead and a number of branches in the Borders. But each subsequent decade of the 19th century brought only modest additions – other than the West Highland Railway in 1894 – taking the network close to its final size. And the later the opening, generally the lesser were the financial prospects, as a succession of railway companies were to find, literally to their cost.


The impact of the railway


The railway created new mass markets and a changed national identity, with prompt deliveries of national newspapers (as well as the Royal Mail), the creation of ‘standard Greenwich or “railway” time, and by no means least the electric telegraph, at first exclusively a railway appendage’.3 The impacts were profound: ‘In most [country] areas for at least two full generations all important comings and goings were by train. The price of coal nearly always fell by a third with the opening of the local line, and every new piece of agricultural machinery also came on the freight . . . The pair of rails disappearing over the horizon stood for progress, disaster, the major changes in life: the route to Covent Garden and Ypres, the way one’s fiancé paid his first visit to one’s parents, one’s children returned for deathbed leavetaking, the way summer visitors, touring theatricals, cattle buyers, inspectors, came.’4


Tourism was opened up by the railway, and Murray’s Handbook for Scotland (1894) – as quoted by John Thomas and David Turnock in Volume 15 of A Regional History of the Railways of Great Britain – illustrates the ways in which trains gave a stimulus to tourism and brought about a transformation of towns and villages across the country: ‘Callander . . . boasted “numerous villas and lodgings for visitors; [besides] it has of late years become of importance as the nearest railway station to the Trossachs, Lochs Vennachar, Achray and Katrine and the most beautiful scenery in this part of Scotland, so that it is animated and bustling enough in summer” . . . It is with such literature and contemporary editions of Bradshaw that one can sense the feelings of adventure and romance which urged countless numbers of Victorian and Edwardian travellers to contemplate journeys which their ancestors a century before would never have dreamt of undertaking.’5


The railway also facilitated regional specialisation of the production of goods, as well as centralisation (see below), so that many entirely new freight flows were created, rather than the same goods – linking the same origins and destinations – simply shifting mode from canal, road or sea to rail. Railways were at the heart of profound changes in both the economy and society. Thomas and Turnock provide an overview of some specific freight impacts across the north of Scotland: ‘Thanks to the railway taking fat animals to market and bringing in the store cattle and the fertilisers, the [Grampian] region became one great beef factory,’ and ‘the fishermen also gained immeasurably. A lot of fish continued to be cured in the traditional manner and sent overseas but there was a herring boom at Peterhead in 1884 when “the catch was so tremendous that all the continental markets were glutted”. However, the railway gave the option of sending more of the catch away in the form of fresh or kippered herrings and the same trend became evident as railway services were provided at other places on the Moray Firth.’6


Thomas and Turnock also consider the impact on the industrial sector: ‘With the reduction in transport costs there was much greater competition to supply markets which had previously offered situations of near-monopoly for local manufacturers . . . Yet manufacturers in towns with railway communication had great opportunity to market traditional products more widely and to diversify into other profitable branches.’7


The changed patterns of development following the arrival of the railway and its easier, faster journeys, created both winners and losers. Thomas and Turnock reflect that ‘the railway tended to encourage centralisation on the regional centres and other towns which could now be reached by many more people taking day trips than had ever been the case before. The larger places developed their industries and service functions at the expense of the weaker centres as people found themselves able to leapfrog the nearest market in favour of the more distant places if the latter were more competitive. Without exception the main regional centres grew rapidly during the railway age.’8


The same authors contrast Aberfeldy’s population decline from 1801 through 1861 and 1921 to 1981 – despite the arrival of a branch line from Ballinluig in 1865 – with the growth of nearby Pitlochry, where ‘the [main line] railway transformed the village in the late nineteenth century’, its population almost doubling between 1861 and 1981. Meanwhile, the population of Crieff – one of a number of ‘market towns on the mountain edge’ which benefited considerably from tourism – more than doubled between 1801 and 1921 (to 6,445), then fell to 5,737 in 1981,9 perhaps in part due to the loss of its last passenger railway in 1964 (of which, more later).


More prosaically, it has been claimed that the railway age also ‘inspired the beginning of the age of affordable glasses for all’: ‘Travellers had to be able to read station clocks, the small print in Bradshaw’s railway guides and the narrow columns of The Times bought from WH Smith on the concourse.’10


Difficult finances


The private enterprise ‘mania’ of 19th-century railway building – with railway companies, landowners and local enterprises pressing, for financial, prestige or wider economic reasons, to get seemingly every last settlement of significance (and many of no significance) on the railway map – created a network larger than was needed, even in the age of rail’s virtual monopoly of overland transport.


Competition led to some small towns such as Bonnybridge, Bothwell, Kilbirnie and Montrose briefly benefiting from a choice of stations operated by two different companies, but these would eventually be seen as wasteful duplication where a town’s two stations both fell under the control of a single large company – either the London & North Eastern Railway (LNER) or the London, Midland & Scottish Railway (LMS), which between them absorbed Scotland’s five largest ‘pre-Grouping’ railway companies in 1923. However, the biggest challenge to an over-large network would come from the emergence of modern road transport.


Until the Light Railways Act of 1896 (see page 9), all new railways required an Act of Parliament to permit their construction, and the Board of Trade regulated safety standards. However, unlike the situation in a number of continental countries, the absence of a strategic ‘guiding hand’ from government to help plan the development of the network led to a financial fragility within the system, storing up problems which would become rudely apparent with the rise of the bus, car and lorry.


New railways could prove to be significantly more expensive to construct than had been anticipated – through, for example, hitting tougher rock than previously identified. A number of Scottish branch lines and secondary routes involved major structures which had both capital and maintenance implications; these included the Connel Ferry bridge on the Ballachulish branch, the Cullen and Spey viaducts on the Moray ‘Coast Line’, Eyemouth viaduct on the branch from Burnmouth, North Water viaduct on the Inverbervie branch, and Tongland viaduct on the Kirkcudbright branch.11 All had closed completely by 1968.


St John Thomas points out that many local lines found themselves unable to generate sufficient revenues to cover maintenance and operating costs, let alone provision for depreciation and emergencies, plus the substantial sums needed to service capital: ‘Promoters usually over-estimated country traffic potentials [sic], as they seem to have under-estimated many urban ones.’12 Consequently, as reported by David N. Clough in Dr Beeching’s Remedy, returns to investors declined, and the ratio of running costs to receipts rose from 48% in 1870 to 62% in 1900.13 St John Thomas concludes that this trend ‘was partly due to rising wages, partly to Government control on fares and freight rates, factors not anticipated when companies were building up their capital debt. The whole system, like much of British industry then, was over-capitalised, perhaps the price we had to pay for being first in the field . . . But sooner or later it became clear to officials and directors of too many lines that the task was hopeless. The railway might have brought prosperity to their valley, but not to them.’14


Of the four largest pre-Grouping companies which met at or near the Scottish border, two (the London & North Western and the North Eastern) saw a decline in dividend as a percentage of ‘share par values (moving average)’ between 1872 and 1910, albeit that the 1910 figures, 6.3% and 5.9% respectively, were towards the upper end of performance by larger companies at that time. The Scottish companies (Caledonian and North British) experienced an increase in dividends, but only to 3.2% in the former case and a miserable 0.6% in the latter.15


Clough argues that the North British (NB) offers an example of a company ‘with a balance in favour of country, as opposed to town’, whereas the North Eastern (NE) was the opposite, to the advantage of its finances. David Prescott takes a rather different view, arguing that ‘more than anything the NE was an efficient operator in a large area where it had a monopoly’.16 Since parts of the NB ‘ought to have been profitable,’ Clough says, ‘it is fair to conclude that country branch lines were uneconomic even then [in 1910].’17 Rae Montgomery suggests that the NB is a prime example of a company which built some railways – such as Galashiels to Peebles – to keep their competitors (in this case their arch rivals, the Caledonian) out of ‘their territory’ rather than to make money.18


The longer-term consequences of the NB situation would not, as we shall see, become apparent until some 20 years later under the aegis of the LNER, and even, arguably, as late as the Beeching era under British Railways’ control. Clough does, however, consider the opportunity the pre-Grouping railway companies had to tackle the branch line problem in the early years of the 20th century. He concludes that as ‘there was no national network of metalled roads until the 1920s and 1930s, so the railways offered the only realistic form of communication. Government reaction to the problem, as expressed in the 1900s, was rationalisation by amalgamation. In other words, paper over the cracks and pretend the problem did not exist.’19


Wolmar advances two other reasons for the small number of early closures: 1) ‘no legislative provision had been made to allow for their closure, so there was no legal way to close a railway’, and 2) the longstanding difficulty of assessing the allocation of costs and revenue that would determine the profitability of (or losses from) operating and maintaining a branch line, a problem that would still be hotly debated in the Beeching era:




. . . the kernel of the problem was to determine what proportion of that revenue would be permanently lost, as many people using a branch line travel on it at the start or end of a far longer journey. As regards maintenance too, determining the precise cost of keeping a small section of track in good fettle is more art than science, given how difficult it is to identify the costs attributed, for example, to a gang of trackworkers who spend only part of their time on the branch. Since most branch lines soon became incorporated into a large company’s portfolio, such minutiae were of little concern. Was it worth antagonizing a local community, or possibly breaking the law, to save a few bob when it was impossible to know how much revenue the branch contributed to the main line network?20





Typically, a significant proportion of that branch revenue would come from freight traffic, whose handling had a major impact on the layout of country stations, as portrayed by St John Thomas:




There might be between four and ten tracks for public goods and coal, and except at the smallest stations a headshunt21 to allow shunting to take place independently of the main running line. Additional sidings might serve the warehouse of grain or fodder merchants . . . a gas works, a council engineering depot, a milk depot, mill or brewery. Probably a quarter to a third of country stations, probably over half of the terminal ones, served some industry that may have preceded the railway’s arrival or soon followed it. Not that the railway always spelt expansion, for some mills and breweries proved unable to withstand the competition from elsewhere. By the end of Victoria’s reign there were thousands of mouldering factories and warehouses beside country stations – killed by the railway itself.22





A late development – which might have been more effective if it had been applied to new rural railways decades earlier – was the arrival of ‘Light Railways’ built to connect small towns and villages still isolated from the network. While exempting these new railways from the onerous requirement to secure an Act of Parliament, the Light Railways Act of 1896 did not actually define the nature of a light railway, but rather pressed a duty on the Light Railway Commissioners to ‘carry this Act into effect, and to offer, so far as they are able, every facility for considering and maturing proposals to construct light railways’.23


The Act allowed companies to cut out much of the ‘red tape’ – as well as the expensive legislation – and facilitated cheaper construction and operation based on lower locomotive axleloads and train speeds (typically a maximum of 25mph), thereby requiring only modest earthworks, bridges and stations, with lightly-laid track spiked directly onto sleepers (i.e., without the usual metal ‘chairs’ to hold the rails in place). The Act also enabled avoidance of fencing and level crossing gates, minimal signalling, and, on shorter branches, the operation of ‘One Engine in Steam’ (i.e., with only one locomotive being allowed to work on the line at any given time).


In Scotland, the Act – sometimes aided by Treasury grant – led to the construction of 11 passenger branch lines over the following decade, including Elvanfoot–Wanlockhead, Fountainhall–Lauder, Fraserburgh–St Combs, Ormiston–Gifford, Strathord–Bankfoot, The Mound–Dornoch, Wick–Lybster and a unique narrow-gauge outlier from Campbeltown to Machrihanish. Many other proposed schemes never materialised, including the Cromarty & Dingwall Light Railway, where, by late 1916, earthworks had been completed over 12 miles, and rails laid along the first four miles from Cromarty (with a locomotive and works train operating over the line). Early 1917 saw an abrupt halt to construction when the permanent way material was commandeered and removed by the Ministry of Munitions for use in France.24


The relative failure of Light Railways – all the Scottish examples had closed by 1965 – can be ascribed not only to their appearing on the scene so late, serving very modest local populations, but also crucially to their arrival coinciding with the first appearance of cars and buses on Scottish roads. And, in some cases, established railway companies ‘tended to revert to type by constructing them to conventional high standards’.25 Conversely, might it not have been more useful if Light Railway legislation had been applicable to ‘retro-fitting’ existing (pre-1896) rural railways, allowing their costs to be sensibly trimmed, albeit in many cases only delaying the inevitable?


War intervenes – and ‘the Grouping’ follows




The First World War and its demands were to transform the economy of Britain from one in which free-market competition was paramount to one that was closely regulated by the government. At its start the government commandeered the railway system. For over forty years the state had had powers to control the railways in time of war: they were put into effect on 4 August 1914.26





Thus does P.J.G. Ransom describe the beginning of the railway’s massive war effort over the subsequent four years. Much of that effort – moving men, equipment and munitions – would focus on long-distance routes such as the Highland Main Line and Far North Line en route to the naval base at Scapa Flow in Orkney. But a more widespread impact was the loss of thousands of key staff to the military, with the government strangely having failed to decree that railways would be a ‘reserved’ occupation (as they would, however, be designated in the Second World War).


Passenger train services were thinned out in order to concentrate railway resources on freight and military personnel trains (such as the ‘Jellicoe Expresses’ from London to Thurso) which were contributing directly to the war effort. But line closures were few and far between in Scotland, a noteworthy exception being the Highland Railway branch from Keith to Buckie and Portessie, which was a duplicate route penetrating into Great North of Scotland territory. The track was lifted as early as 1915 to help the war effort, and, although subsequently re-laid, the line was never officially re-opened.27


The unified railway proved its capabilities during the war, and it seemed unlikely that the system would revert to its former structure of nearly 200 separate companies. Also, as Ransom records, ‘at the end of the First World War, railways were physically in a bad state’.28 Various schemes were proposed for amalgamation on a large scale – short of nationalisation – and there was an early intention to set up a separate railway company for Scotland. However, this was opposed in Scotland because of concerns that the new national standard wage rate would raise the costs of a Scottish company disproportionately. If costs were to be raised to English levels, then the support of English traffic receipts would be needed through a financial link with the railways south of the border.29


In due course, the 1921 Railways Act provided for the Grouping of all Britain’s railways into four companies, the largest of these being the LMS, incorporating the Highland, Caledonian and Glasgow & South Western within Scotland – with the North British and Great North of Scotland going to the LNER. At the time, in terms of paid-up capital, the LMS was the largest railway company in the world. The railways passed into the ownership of the ‘Big Four’ (LMS and LNER, plus the Great Western and Southern) in 1923. David St John Thomas relates a delightful story from the opposite end of the spectrum:




While Victoria was still on the throne most locally-created lines sold out for between 40 and 60 per cent of their cost, and few were left to be amalgamated when all regular railways were compulsorily grouped into the Big Four in 1923. One such survival . . . was Killin’s little village line, its sole purpose being to connect the loch-side settlement with the Oban branch. It refused point-blank the first offer of £1 of LMSR stock for each £100 of its own; the secretary at first did not understand how the newly-formed LMSR came into the picture anyway, though he went on to negotiate and eventually obtained £8 per £100. When sending a copy of the accounts in handwriting he apologised: ‘I am without a typist’ but the Killin line never afforded anything as expensive as a typewriter.30





While the 16 pre-Second World War years of the LMS and LNER are often portrayed as a golden age of rail travel, exemplified by record-breaking streamlined expresses on the West and East Coast Main Lines linking London with Glasgow and Edinburgh, the reality was far more mundane for the vast majority of services. The failure of the Government to adequately compensate the railways for their war effort put the Big Four at a disadvantage: ‘They had to start rebuilding their railways, and could do so only slowly thanks to the lack of cash, rather than devoting all their energies to preparing the railways for the threat they faced from lorries and cars. That legacy of underinvestment was to hold them back for the next two decades until they faced a second world war that was to prove even more damaging.’31


Few branch line passengers would be contemplating such strategic financial considerations, but their fares were part of the lifeblood of railway operations. So, to use a modern term, who were ‘the customers’ and why were they travelling? ‘Passengers represented the full cross-section of the community in a way not shared by expresses, which until after the 1939–45 war catered mainly for the select going on long journeys. Some used the country train as the first and last stage of a longer journey and came with conventional railway luggage – case upon case stowed in the van, hatbox and picnic hamper in the compartment. Most were on local journeys, about their everyday business; some never travelled on any train but that running through their own valley. Few would visit even half the places in the pictures hung under the luggage racks, even though all these were of places served by the same railway.’32


Branch lines also attracted tourists and day-trippers, with special excursion trains running to the most popular districts on holiday weekends. St John Thomas writes: ‘Excursion trains arriving at small towns tended to have the same effect as modern cruise liners’ calls at “unspoilt” Pacific islands, but every country station received a modest quota of discerning hikers and sightseers.’33


There was also a strong emotional attachment to the country station, perhaps best exemplified by John Betjeman’s paeans of praise to the rural railway during the golden age of wireless broadcasting. Betjeman’s descriptions were quintessentially English scenes, although he made the occasional foray to Scotland, and the atmosphere he conjures up could equally have applied to countless stations north of the border: ‘one of the deeper pleasures of a country railway station [is] its silence, broken only by the crunching of a porter’s feet on the gravel, the soft country accent of the stationmaster and the crash bang of a milk can somewhere at the back of the platform . . . if you want to see and feel the country, travel by train.’34



Unexpected connections – rural railways and the spirit of inquiry


In 2001, the Scottish author and journalist Kenneth Roy first wrote of something remarkable which happened at the railway backwater of Inveramsay (the junction for the Macduff branch) more than 70 years earlier.35 This had been related from personal experience by the radical educationalist R.F. Mackenzie (whose father was stationmaster at Wartle, one stop along the branch from Inveramsay) in his seminal last book, A Search for Scotland.36




If you were lucky, or unlucky, depending on your point of view, you would buy your ticket at Inveramsay from a singular man known as the railway clerk before being waved off in the general direction of Wartle. And if you were very lucky, or very unlucky, depending on your point of view, the train would be badly delayed and the railway clerk would usher you into a roughly assembled shack known locally as Utopia.


I will describe Utopia. It consisted of two rooms. One half of it was partitioned off for sleeping. In the other half, there were two chairs, a table, a paraffin lamp, a paraffin stove, and scores of books gathered into shelves to form an informal library or study. It was, as Utopias go, rather Spartan.


While passengers waited for trains, they became subject to inquiry; and the more important or self-important they were, the more challenging the inquiry tended to be . . . The ideas of people like Wells and Shaw, Bertrand Russell and John Stuart Mill, were discussed, dissected and disputed. Scripture was extensively quoted and examined. All this, when all the travelling public had paid for was a cheap day return to Macduff.


Sometimes, after the last train of the day had gone, the railway clerk and his young friends would settle down in Utopia, light the lamp and talk long into the night about everything in heaven and earth; and the only sound, apart from the sound of their intense conversation, was the occasional glug glug of the stove.





Reflecting on that lost world of the spirit of independent inquiry and what is sometimes called ‘the democratic intellect’, Roy – who memorably and movingly described the approach of his death in In Case of Any News: A Diary of Living and Dying – uses rural railways as a metaphor to explore the very point of our existence: ‘Branch lines matter. They have all gone as physical artefacts – grassed over and eroded by rain and gravity as completely as any Roman road or earthworks. But they can still exist in our imagination. The main line proceeds at speed to a predictable and deadly terminus. On a mainline, the light at the end of the tunnel is that of the incoming train. Choose instead the gentle and meandering branch line of unorthodox thought and feeling.’37


Roy never found out the name of the railway clerk, but after the former’s untimely death in 2018, his friend and colleague Barbara Millar discovered that he was Alan Gray Law, born in 1907 in rural Aberdeenshire. He was employed on the railway only from 1927 to 1930, then moved to London and ultimately worked in civil engineering across the world. Law died in 1979 – and never told his children about Utopia.


By a strange coincidence, my middle name is Law and my brother’s is Gray – and our great-grandfather James Cruickshank Law (who died in 1952, three days after my birth) lived and worked in Banffshire, only 30 miles from Inveramsay.38


Early competition – and closures


Railways – with their guided tracks of steel rail on a segregated and signalled right-of-way – are inherently expensive to build, maintain and operate. Light Railways helped to reduce costs, but they had come late and generally served corridors with very limited revenue potential – both passenger and freight – even in an era of only modest competition from road transport.


The first motor car to reach Scotland arrived at Leith Docks in 1895, and then an 1896 Act of Parliament permitted cars to travel faster than walking pace – and without being preceded by a man with a red flag.39 Freed of these restrictions, car ownership multiplied quickly in the early years of the 20th century. In The Motor Car and Politics,40 William Plowden records that when the first national registration figures were collected, in 1904, there were 8,500 cars in use in Britain. By the end of 1914 there were nearly 140,000 cars on British roads, and in 1925 – now that cars were being mass-produced for the middle classes, as opposed to only the wealthy – the figure reached a peak of 580,000, followed by some decline until 1932 due to the economic slump.


The more affluent who first acquired cars were a significant loss to the railways, having been key customers in terms of lucrative First Class ticket sales – but the big volume threat came from the bus (and the tram, within urban areas), not the car. Technological development, rising incomes and one-off events – like the return of surplus road vehicles and drivers from the First World War, and the 1926 General Strike, which shut down the railways for nine days – all played a part in the rise of this massive challenge to the hegemony of the railway as a passenger and freight carrier.


Prior to the Grouping, a Light Railways (Investigation) Committee had reported – in 1921 – to the Minister of Transport on the potential for bus– train transport integration, a perennial topic of unresolved policy discussion to this day. The report:




. . . aimed ‘at a solution of the problem by way of co-operation and co-ordination rather than of competition, between light railway enterprise and road-motor transport respectively.’ This and most of the other sound advice was of course ignored. Britain indeed wasted every opportunity to develop basic, integrated country transport services at economic prices . . . Rarely was thought given to exploiting the advantages of both train and bus for different parts of a through journey . . . Inevitably, buses running from village centres to market squares at cheaper fares would cream off the best local traffic, leaving the railways to provide connection for long-distance passengers and to carry specific categories of people, such as mothers with prams – perambulators in railway parlance – and schoolchildren; the railways always had cheaper season-ticket rates.41





P.J.G. Ransom notes in Iron Road that ‘motor bus services expanded greatly [in Scotland] during the 1920s. For short journeys, urban and rural alike, they offered flexibility and convenience that the railway could not match.’42 The impact of new bus services on the railway was compounded by the world-wide economic repercussions of the Wall Street Crash of 1929, resulting in the LNER – financially the weakest of the Big Four – suffering a 50% reduction in income between 1929 and 1932.43


Prior to the Grouping there had been only just over a dozen passenger closures in Scotland (the majority being short branch lines), and 1930 was the first year in which more than a handful of closures was implemented – indeed, it was the fourth worst year for the number of passenger line closures in the country’s entire railway history (see Table 3 on page 284). A dozen routes lost their passenger trains that year, almost all of them in the industrial Central Belt, where bus competition was most intense: ‘Falkirk had been a traffic centre in the canal age and the railway age. In the bus age it became the headquarters of Scotland’s most enterprising road operator with sad results for the railway network of the Forth–Clyde Valley . . . [whose people] flocked to the new buses in thousands.’44


A startling nearby example of the collapse of rail traffic is at Clackmannan & Kennet station, which had booked an average close to 20,000 passengers in each half year in the early to mid 1920s, but bookings fell to only 1,092 passengers in the half year to December 1928.45


Bonnybridge (the last substantial settlement in the Forth–Clyde Valley to be reached by rail, in 1886) was perhaps the most unusual casualty of decline, losing two of its three stations in the 1930s. To some extent the closures came in company-specific swathes: in 1931 the cuts were largely LMS, while from 1932 to 1934 closure overwhelmingly befell LNER services. Across that decade, rural Scotland saw some 20 line closures to passengers: these were the delayed casualties of the financial weakness evident back in 1910. (A year-by-year list of passenger line closures from the Grouping to the present day can be found in the Appendix.)


Some of the nonsensical duplications resulting from inter-company competition in the 19th century were addressed fairly soon after the Grouping, including the closure by the LMS of former Caledonian routes in Ayrshire to Kilbirnie and Irvine in 1930, and to Kilwinning in 1932 – leaving the more logical ex-Glasgow & South Western routes to serve these settlements. More drastically, both the ex-Caledonian and ex-NB branches to industrial Morningside (Lanarkshire) lost their passenger trains in 1930.


If inter-company rivalry between the Highland and the NB had not intervened to block the progress of the railway any further up the Great Glen than Fort Augustus – leaving the expensively constructed branch from Spean Bridge (on the West Highland Line) with the most modest of traffic potential – then the former NB Fort Augustus station might well have survived beyond its 1933 closure to passenger services (freight in 1946) into the modern era, as the half-way point on a trunk line from Fort William to Inverness. Fort Augustus to Inverness was undoubtedly the biggest gap in the Scottish railway network at its zenith.


By the late 1930s, not helped by the downturn of the railways’ core freight traffic during the Depression of 1929 to 1933, the financial position of the Big Four had deteriorated to the point where only the Great Western was paying a dividend. In 1938 the four companies jointly launched their ‘Square Deal’ campaign, seeking to be allowed to fix their own freight rates and services, instead of being subject to government regulation, including the ‘common carrier’ requirement, which obliged them to accept any freight traffic, unlike their road haulage rivals. ‘They argued that the railways faced bankruptcy if they were not given the same commercial freedom. Whereas before the First World War there had been fewer than 100,000 vehicles on British roads, there were now 1.8 million cars and nearly half a million lorries. The road haulage industry, with all the wit of a Jeremy Clarkson, countered with the slogan “Give the railways a square wheel”.’46


The arguments over railway finances, however, would have to be postponed in the face of the national emergency imposed on the rail system by another war.


Another war effort – and nationalisation beckons


The five and a half years of the Second World War – with the rail system, once again, as in the First World War, required to play a massive logistical role in the war effort – brought major traffic flows of men, equipment and munitions to key long-distance routes such as the Highland Main Line and the Far North Line. But branch lines also played a part, with armoured trains equipped with guns operating over a variety of routes along the east coast from 1940, their key roles being ‘patrolling of coast rail-lines to locate enemy detachments and gain information; reinforcing threatened points with firepower; dealing with tank attacks; and acting as an armoured roadblock or pillbox’.47 The principal patrol routes included the branches to Fraserburgh and Peterhead, Inverbervie, Leuchars–St Andrews–Crail–Leven–Thornton and North Berwick.


The war effort also involved the construction of two new rural branch lines. The Faslane Military Railway was opened in 1941 to serve ‘Military Port 1’ (on the Gare Loch), providing alternative berthing and loading facilities in the event of Glasgow Docks being severely bombed. The 2½-mile branch line diverged north-westwards from the LNER’s single-track West Highland Line north of Helensburgh, and, unusually for a British railway, right-hand running was operated over the double-track section of the branch, allowing military personnel to familiarise themselves with conditions likely to be encountered while serving in mainland Europe. An eminent passenger on the first train to use the platform for troop trains at the western end of Faslane was Prime Minister Winston Churchill, at the start of a transatlantic voyage in 1943.48 A similar railway (almost seven miles long) was built from Stranraer to Cairnryan – ‘Military Port 2’ – to cater for the eventuality of Liverpool Docks being badly damaged by enemy attacks.49


The passenger branch closure trend was partly interrupted by the war, with a few exceptions in the shape of generally short lines to small towns with no significant war role. Dalkeith was a notable loss in terms of size, as the county town of Midlothian, but it enjoyed frequent bus services to Edinburgh and ready access to the nearby Eskbank & Dalkeith station on the Waverley Route, thereby tempering the impact of closure. Of 16 Scottish route withdrawals50 between 1939 and 1947, no fewer than 13 were in LMS territory.


Britain’s railways came out of the war in a similarly exhausted state to that which they had experienced in 1919. After the hostilities ended in 1945, rail recovery was generally slow. However, the railways had again demonstrated the benefits of unified control and, following the landslide Labour victory in the 1945 General Election, it came as no surprise when the British rail system was fully nationalised. Ironically, the private railway companies got a better deal from a Labour government than their predecessors did from a Conservative government prior to the Grouping. The railway assets may have been in the poorest condition, but ‘that did not stop the railway companies receiving over-generous compensation terms, a result of timid government and powerful lobbying from the companies and their City friends . . . The shareholders were given £900m (a remarkable £22.5bn in today’s money) in government stock which guaranteed 3 per cent nationally . . . British Railways was burdened with annual interest payments of £27m (£675m today) to reward these stockholders, a handicap that was to hamper its ability to invest in the railways.’51


Looking back at 120 years of private-sector branch line operation


The first conventional railways in Scotland, with locomotive-hauled trains conveying passengers and freight, opened in the early 1830s. Today we would recognise initially isolated operations such as the Dundee & Newtyle, Edinburgh & Dalkeith and Garnkirk & Glasgow Railways as forerunners of the traditional branch line. The rail network then developed – sometimes in surges, at other times gradually – over the following seven decades, with inter-city lines linking all Scotland’s regions and cross-border to England, and scores of branch lines and cross-country routes providing the infill, ensuring that every settlement of significance would enjoy the benefits of this revolutionary form of transport.


No region of the country failed to attract branch line construction. Having said that, the Highland Railway, with only a handful of branches, was characterised by W.M. Acworth52 as ‘all mainline’, its network of long straggling routes in many cases following the only geographically feasible corridor. In contrast, its neighbour to the east, the Great North of Scotland Railway – serving fertile, generally lowland terrain, with dispersed agricultural settlements and small market centres – earned the soubriquet ‘all branch line’.


The presence of agriculture (or fisheries), industry, mining – and people – were the key stimuli to railway construction. In the Central Belt, Ayrshire and Fife, all four factors came strongly into play – and dense networks of main lines, secondary routes and branches resulted. But branch lines also flourished in the rich agricultural counties of Angus, the Borders, the North East and Perthshire.


The zenith of the network was short-lived: only 21 years between the 1909 opening of the Glenburnie Junction–St Fort line and 1930, the first year to witness a swathe of closures across Scotland. But branch lines were still playing a very significant part in Scottish economic and social life in the first few years after the Second World War, more than a century after the first arrivals – even if the direct financial benefits of many of them to the railway companies were by now dubious.


The early line closures – 48 between 1930 and 1947 – reflected a need to improve railway finances in the face of traffic lost to the roads. Branch line passenger services disappeared from all regions of Scotland, but the largest concentration of closures was in the Central Belt, where early bus competition was particularly fierce. The railway’s varying responses to the challenge of the bus, car and lorry were to be a key feature of the nationalised era in Scotland.
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Blowing hot and cold – the public sector era before the Beeching Report


At nationalisation in 1948, Scotland had a rail network of 3,625 route miles, including dozens of branch lines which still allowed trains to penetrate well beyond principal and secondary main lines to almost every mainland town of significance. However, political attitudes to the rail system were often negative. In their meticulously researched Holding the Line: How Britain’s Railways Were Saved, retired senior railway managers Richard Faulkner and Chris Austin quote the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Hugh Dalton, addressing the House of Commons on 17 December 1946: ‘This rail system of ours is a very poor bag of physical assets. The permanent way is badly worn. The rolling stock is in a state of great dilapidation. The railways are a disgrace to the country.’1
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