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Glossary


Parliamentary Roads (‘Highland Roads’) – highways, chiefly in the Highlands, funded by government, with input from landowners and local labour.


The programme, begun in 1803, was wound up in the 1840s; it complemented  public-funding for the Caledonian Canal, completed in 1822. The Caledonian Canal Commissioners became responsible in addition for the Crinan Canal


Herring Brand Fund


From 1858 herring barrels of approved size and strength were branded at 4d per barrel; the proceeds became available for ‘improvement’ of Scotland’s west-coast fishery. Under the system of bounties phased out after 1825, branding had guaranteed quality. Late 19th century curing companies preferred to maintain standards ‘on reputation’, without state intervention.


Subsidy and regulation became ‘unfashionable’ in the mid-19th century – as the history of the Caledonian Canal, the Parliamentary Roads and the herring industry shows.


 


The functions of the Railway Department of the Board of Trade passed to the post-1918 Ministry of Transport.


 


‘Beeching Axe’


The Reshaping of British Railways , proposed by Dr Richard Beeching, was pursued by the Conservative Government of 1959–64 and modified by the Labour Government of 1964–70. Britain’s railway network was reduced by some 30%.


 


Bradshaw – the definitive Monthly Railway Guide, 1842-1961. Bradshaw’s Railway Manual, Shareholders’ Guide and Official Directory appeared annually from 1847.


 


consigned/unconsigned traffic.


Senders could ‘consign’, i.e. specify a particular route; railway companies competed for ‘consigned’ business. From the 1870s ‘unconsigned’ business was increasingly shared, by inter-company agreement or ‘understanding’.


contributory traffic – business fed to an established rail route from branch or extension lines, enhancing overall income.


demurrage – penalty for detention of cargo vessels, adopted by railway companies in respect of wagon-load traffic but irregularly enforced.


 


contractors’ lines – originated during the difficult post-Mania years of the mid-19th century, both to tap capital and to prevent disbandmen$t of construction teams between projects.


bogie – pivoted truck adopted in locomotive and rolling stock construction to obtain more flexible running; for example, ‘4-4-0’ denotes a locomotive with a four-wheel leading bogie, four driving wheels and no trailing wheels. ‘Rigid’ coaches, four-wheeled or six-wheeled, long survived alongside four-wheeled bogie rolling stock. With a few specialised exceptions, ‘rigid’ vans and wagons, lacking continuous brakes, continued in use for general goods, mineral and livestock traffic.


coaching stock


With ‘second class’ largely (but not entirely) eliminated, the designations ‘first’ and ‘third’ prevailed from the 1870s to the 1960s. ‘Composite’ vehicles accommodated both classes; ‘brake’ vehicles combined luggage space, guard’s space and passenger seating, hence ‘brake-first’, ‘brake-third’ and ‘brake-composite’. Compartment-and-corridor was the norm, but ‘open’ or ‘saloon’ vehicles, and vehicles combining compartment and saloon, were not uncommon. The expansion of catering and ‘sleeper’ services at the end of the 19th century demanded coach-to-coach gangways, previously exceptional.


mixed traffic locomotives had power and speed characteristics suitable for both freight and passenger work.


mixed trains gave a combined freight and passenger service, generally slow but economical. The Board of Trade demanded ‘safe’ marshalling of wagons and coaches, so that continuous brakes operated in the latter – which complicated shunting at intermediate stations.


road van goods – general merchandise conveyed in covered vehicles rather than open wagons


 


light railways, built to more modest requirements than conventional lines, could be standard gauge or narrow gauge. (The Light Railways Act, 1896 simplified promotions in any gauge.) Narrow gauge admitted more exacting curves and gradients, reducing earth and rock works. Until the Great Western Railway abandoned broad gauge (1892), standard gauge might be described – confusingly – as ‘narrow’. Variations in loading gauge  (i.e. trackside clearances as opposed to width of track) were the inconvenient consequence of a network constructed piece-meal.


funicular lines operated by ‘balanced’ cable haulage.


rack-and-pinion (toothed-rail and cog-wheel) allowed gradients much steeper than could be worked by adhesion.


 


cut-off – new construction to shorten or otherwise improve an existing route. In default of a planned national railway system, promotions of this sort attracted speculators and occasioned inter-company conflicts.


 


Railway Clearing House – established in 1842, to facilitate through rail services across Britain, divide receipts among the companies and encourage standardisation (or at least compatibility) of operating practice.


Anglo-Scottish traffic entailed complicated mileage payments, whereby stronger companies compensated weaker partners for the additional costs of an integrated ‘through service’ timetable. The exercise of running powers, whereby one company operated trains over the line of another, by agreement or under act of Parliament, also incurred mileage charges. Explicitly joint arrangements meant a sharing of costs and receipts, simpler but often contested; quality of management reflected the relations, stormy or otherwise, of the partner companies.


Freedom to vary railway charges decreased after 1870, as a result both of legislation and of inter-company agreement; ‘group’ rates for defined categories of merchandise became common. ‘Free enterprise’ ideology was compromised further by the contradictory demands of the railways’ commercial and industrial customers – that government fix maximum railway rates but also outlaw treaties restricting competition.


 


ruling gradient – steepest gradient on a given route, determining the locomotive power required in normal operation.


 


severance


By the middle of the 19th century, ‘Land Clauses’ and similar legislation defined the rights of proprietors and tenants affected by railway development. Railway companies were not obliged to purchase severed land which remained viable for other purposes.


occupation bridges and creeps remedied the inconvenience of severance, especially in the countryside, allowing movement of livestock etc. over or under railway lines.


 


tablet working – developed in the 1880s. Electrically interlocked instruments, at either end of a single-track section, issued tokens authorising train movements.


‘Wharncliffe’ – special shareholders meeting, ensuring that a new scheme obtained majority endorsement before a bill went to Parliament. Railways with large holdings in client companies could extinguish unwelcome promotions or generally test the waters at the ‘Wharncliffe’ stage.


 


Railway Interest – expression implying suspicion of an over-powerful railway industry, often applied specifically to railway-director M.P.s and peers as a body. In reality the influence of railway companies was diluted by inter-company conflicts and visibly decreased from c.1870, while ‘parliamentary directors’ were seldom of one mind.


 


In the decade 1885–95 Conservatives and dissident Liberals came together as ‘Unionists’ opposing Irish Home Rule. Gladstonian Liberals and Irish Nationalists remained loosely allied. The ‘Crofter Liberals’ who won seats in the Highlands and Islands took no single view – on Ireland or on economic and social policy generally – and the group cannot be neatly defined.


 


The late-nineteenth century Agricultural Depression, with parallel difficulties in commerce and industry, prompted concern about Britain’s well-being. Economic and social reform was often debated in terms of ‘national efficiency’, and this debate embraced the performance and prospects of the privately-owned railway companies.


 


Government ‘Control’ was imposed on the railways during the 1914–8 War. Plans for Reconstruction after 1918 brought renewed debate about the industry’s future – nationalisation, electrification, perhaps a programme of ‘light’ lines to remedy the remaining gaps in the 19th century network . . . The outcome was less ambitious – ‘de-Control’ and return to company ownership, but with enforced amalgamations (Grouping) into regional blocks (1922–3). The North British Railway and the Great North of Scotland were absorbed into the ‘London & North Eastern’ (LNER) Group; the Caledonian Railway, the Highland and the Glasgow & South Western were absorbed into the ‘London, Midland & Scottish’ (LMS) Group.




One


Introduction: 1840s to 1880s


In the earliest period of main line construction before 1850, the Caledonian Railway, linking both Edinburgh and Glasgow with Carlisle, looked to dominate Scotland. But this was contested.1 The North British Railway joined Edinburgh with Berwick, expanded into the Borders and allied with the Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee Railway. The Glasgow, Paisley, Kilmarnock & Ayr Company amalgamated with the Glasgow, Dumfries & Carlisle to form the Glasgow & South Western Railway. Oldest of all the Scottish trunk lines, the Edinburgh & Glasgow Railway spanned the Central Belt via Falkirk, giving the North British connections in the West, the Glasgow & South Western connections in the East. The Scottish Central Railway, which continued the Caledonian trunk route from Greenhill through Stirling to Perth, brought Caledonian influence into the North. With the estuaries of Forth and Tay as yet unbridged, the Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee Company were hampered in competing for through traffic. (Goods wagons were shipped between Granton and Burntisland and between Tayport and Broughty Ferry: passengers transferred to conventional steamers.) And the Caledonian expected to control any westerly line from Glasgow into the Highlands.


Lines were projected from Aberdeen both to Dundee and Perth and to Inverness, promising a regional monopoly of Strathmore, the Mearns, Aberdeenshire and Moray.2 While the Aberdeen interest sought to confine the Caledonian south-of-Tay, schemes to penetrate the Highlands north from the Clyde jostled for Caledonian favour. By Loch Lomond or by Aberfoyle, these aimed at Crianlarich, then variously (and for the most part vaguely) the west coast, the Great Glen, Strathtay and Strathspey, with Inverness their ultimate target. And a line from the Scottish Central at Stirling westward via Callander to Crianlarich would consolidate the Caledonian grip.


Financial difficulties confounded and divided the Aberdeen party. Piecemeal construction and amalgamation created the Scottish North Eastern Railway, which linked the Scottish Central and the Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee with Aberdeen. Meanwhile the Great North of Scotland Company* obtained powers to build from Aberdeen to Inverness; for Parliament had rejected the bold scheme for a Perth-Inverness line by Tay and Spey, in favour of the longer but easier route via Aberdeen. Financial crisis also curbed the Caledonian’s empire-building. The Scottish Central and the Scottish North Eastern, together with the Caledonian, constituted a great artery from the Border and the Central Belt to Perth and Aberdeen; the route had been endorsed overall by the prestigious engineer, Joseph Locke. But amalgamation was postponed.


Of the several westerly schemes bidding for Caledonian patronage, the Scottish Grand Junction was the most promising. The promoters intended to combine an east-west line from Stirling by Crianlarich to Oban and a line north from Loch Lomond by Crianlarich to Dalwhinnie, connecting with the proposed Tay-and-Spey line to Inverness.3 Reduced in Parliament to an isolated line from Loch Lomond to Oban, relying on a steamer link via Balloch, the Scottish Grand Junction was abandoned in 1852; the resources to begin construction could not be found.4 The Caledonian & Dumbartonshire Railway, joining Glasgow and Balloch*, became a casualty of Caledonian retrenchment. It was taken over by the Glasgow & Helensburgh Railway, absorbed in turn by the Edinburgh & Glasgow Company. The Forth & Clyde Junction Railway likewise escaped the Caledonian’s clutches. Joining Stirling and Balloch, it gave the Scottish Central access to Loch Lomond and the lower Clyde, the Edinburgh & Glasgow access (via Alloa and Dunfermline) to Fife. On the south bank of the Clyde the Caledonian absorbed the Glasgow, Paisley & Greenock Railway, sharing the Glasgow-Paisley section with the Glasgow & South Western.


 


Table 1 summarises the promotions of the 1840s from which descend all later attempts to carry railways into the Western Highlands. The route round the Highlands, by Aberdeen to Inverness, which Parliament had endorsed, was not speedily achieved. The Great North of Scotland Company, with limited resources, could build no further than Huntly (1854) and Keith (1856). Where the Aberdeen interest fractured, the Inverness interest persevered. Unlike the Scottish Grand Junction and its shadowy competitors, all conceived as extensions of the Lowland network, the Tay-and-Spey scheme had originated in the Highlands. It was conceived by Joseph Mitchell, pupil of Thomas Telford and much involved with the Parliamentary Roads (‘Highland Roads’).5 He favoured a direct line between Inverness and Perth, both feeding and fed by other lines east and north from Inverness. Denied their own route, the Inverness party set out, as second best, to expedite their connection with Aberdeen, promoting the Inverness & Aberdeen Junction Railway (which began cautiously as the Inverness & Nairn Company).†
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(1) The Scottish Grand Junction was approved in reduced form in 1846, but abandoned in 1852.


(2) The Caledonian Northern Direct substituted a through line by Aberfoyle for the Balloch-Ardlui steamer connection adopted by the Scottish Grand Junction. The promoters claimed to have the approval of the Caledonian Railway.


(3) The Caledonian Canal & Great North West of Scotland followed the military road by the Devil’s Staircase and the Mamores to Fort William – an improbable layout.


(4) Joseph Mitchell’s Inverness & Perth Junction was successfully revived in 1861, to become the Highland Company’s main line. A branch to Aberfeldy was added in 1865 (see p. 4).


 


The titles ‘Glasgow & North Western’, ‘Scottish North-Western’ and ‘West Highland’ also appear fleetingly for other promotions aimed at Oban, by Callander or by Loch Lomond.


 


Nairn was reached in 1855, Forres in 1857, Elgin and Keith in 1858. Thus a Perth-Aberdeen-Inverness service began, operated by the Scottish North Eastern, the Great North and the Inverness & Aberdeen Junction. (In Aberdeen, as in several other British cities, the railway layout was not easily unified. Genuinely ‘through’ passenger trains waited till the Denburn Valley line was completed in 1867.) Trusting to the territorial claims implicit in their Act, the Great North treated the Inverness & Aberdeen as a dependant and the agreement whereby the latter had advanced to Keith as a short-term compromise. For the Inverness party, the Aberdeen route was an unsatisfactory stop-gap. Mitchell’s project had not been forgotten.6 In 1861 Parliament approved his Inverness & Perth Junction Railway, in modified form. The new line struck south from Forres by Dava to the Spey and thence by Dalwhinnie to the Garry and the Tay; it was rapidly completed (1863). Northwards, the Inverness & Ross-shire Railway reached Dingwall in 1862 and Bonar Bridge in 1864. By 1865 all the Inverness companies had come together as the ‘Highland Railway’.


Railheads had been established along the southern edge of the Highlands, as branches were salvaged from the unsuccessful promotions of the 1840s – or promoted anew with an eye to local needs and to the possibility of future expansion. Helensburgh (1855) and Balloch (1850) were outposts of the Edinburgh & Glasgow Railway. The Scottish Central Company worked the Dunblane, Doune & Callander Railway (1858) and the Crieff Junction Railway (1856). The Scottish North Eastern Company worked the Perth & Dunkeld Railway (1856). To complete Mitchell’s route across the Grampians, the Inverness & Perth Junction promoters took powers to acquire the Dunkeld line, which thus became a constituent of the Highland Railway. For running powers between Stanley Junction and Perth, the Scottish North Eastern charged an annual toll.


 


Just as Inverness kept Mitchell’s route in view throughout the 1850s, so Oban continued to campaign for the line which the Scottish Grand Junction Company had failed to achieve.7 The route west of Crianlarich, by Tyndrum and Dalmally, was not in doubt; but supporters of a Callander-Crianlarich line vied with those who favoured a more direct link with Glasgow, by Loch Lomond or by Aberfoyle. (These disagreements have preserved some detail from earlier surveys – see Table 1.) The ‘direct’ options implied an understanding with the Edinburgh & Glasgow Company. The Callander & Oban Railway, finally authorised in 1865, had the backing of the Scottish Central. From the outset, the Callander & Oban Company faced the risk that others would promote a cut-off.


The Highland Railway would be similarly vulnerable in the long run; for their Tay-and-Spey main line, though ‘direct’ by comparison with the route via Aberdeen, made a long detour by Forres. That the Scottish Grand Junction could not attract sufficient funds, even in the limited shape of a Loch Lomond-Oban line, made it unlikely that the Inverness & Perth Junction would face a ‘westerly’ rival. Little more was heard of earlier schemes to by-pass Perth with a line from Crieff to the upper Tay. The Highland Company, once united, soon refined the argument that Parliament had recognised the Perth-Forres route as ‘optimum’, concentrating all the traffic of Inverness and the Far North and bringing the benefits of competition to the districts east from Forres which otherwise would rely entirely on the Great North of Scotland Railway.


It was an argument borrowed from an ‘easterly’ rival, the unsuccessful Morayshire & Perthshire scheme of 1860–1 (Strathmore-Deeside-Elgin)*; it could be used again in the event of future ‘westerly’ attacks. The Callander & Oban promoters, justifying their chosen route, made their own bid for ‘optimum’ status. Glasgow-Oban traffic was not their sole concern:


The interests of the Shareholders and of the Public make it desirable that [the railway] should be so laid out as to reach as many different points . . . as possible . . . It is the shortest practicable route to Edinburgh and the East of Scotland, it traverses extensive and important districts of Perthshire. A shorter route to Glasgow could have been obtained, but only [by] depriving that city . . . of communication with these . . . districts of Perthshire [and] increasing the distance from Oban and all other points on the Line to the Northern and Eastern Counties.8


The Highland Railway exchanged traffic with the Scottish Central and with the Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee; they in turn connected with the Caledonian, the North British and their English partners. Beyond Bonar Bridge the ‘Far North’ lines (Sutherland Railway, Duke of Sutherland’s Railway and Caithness & Sutherland Railway) extended to Wick and Thurso by 1874. Worked by the Highland, they remained nominally independent until 1884. The Highland also worked the Dingwall & Skye Railway, which aimed at Kyle of Lochalsh but opened to Strome Ferry on Loch Carron (1870); the Dingwall & Skye passed into full Highland ownership in 1880. Measured against this far-flung regional monopoly, the Callander & Oban Railway made a poor showing. Construction halted at Glenoglehead (1870), then at Tyndrum (1873). The Tyndrum-Oban section was temporarily abandoned. When Parliament renewed the Company’s powers, construction continued to Dalmally (1877). Oban was reached at last in 1880, by which date the Callander & Oban, originally bound to the Scottish Central, had long since become an appendage of a much enlarged Caledonian Company.


The Great Amalgamations


Throughout the 1850s the North British, the Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee and the Edinburgh & Glasgow made a loose partnership; together with two English companies, the Great Northern and the North Eastern, they constituted the Anglo-Scottish ‘East Coast’ Alliance. But the North British were caught between the Caledonian and the (English) North Eastern; the Caledonian tried to prevent completion of the North British route from Edinburgh to Carlisle, while the North Eastern obtained running powers over the North British to Edinburgh. The Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee were confined by Forth and Tay, a prize for others to win when rationalisation came. The Edinburgh & Glasgow endured constant Caledonian attrition; ruthless competition for traffic between the two cities* alternated with ‘pooling’ agreements which drew the lesser Company into the Caledonian net. In 1862 the North British amalgamated with the Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee; the enlarged Company was better able to resist Caledonian and North Eastern pressure. But the Edinburgh & Glasgow remained the key. Caledonian takeover would confine the North British to eastern Scotland, and the Caledonian would dominate the Central Belt, Glasgow and the Clyde – save for such resistance as the Glasgow & South Western Railway could muster.


In 1865 the North British finally acquired the Edinburgh & Glasgow and with it an assured position in the West. North British monopoly of Clackmannan, Fife and Kinross was reinforced; for the Edinburgh & Glasgow had developed their own route into Fife, by Balloch, Stirling, Alloa and Dunfermline. (The Forth & Clyde Junction Company remained separate in law: from 1865 their Stirling-Balloch line was leased by the North British.) Parliament balanced the North British victory by permitting the Caledonian to absorb the Scottish Central in 1865 and then the Scottish North Eastern in 1866.9 Thus the trunk route envisaged by the original promoters of the Caledonian Railway, from Carlisle to Aberdeen, was consolidated, and the ‘West Coast’ Anglo-Scottish alliance of the London & North Western Company and the enlarged Caledonian was confirmed. North British and East Coast rights north-of-Tay were safeguarded by running powers and by joint Caledonian-North British ownership of the Dundee & Arbroath Railway. The North British would complete their own route to Aberdeen by new construction from Arbroath to Montrose and Kinnaber Junction. The Great North of Scotland Company thereafter identified with the North British and the East Coast alliance, though continuing to handle Caledonian and West Coast traffic.


The rivalry of Caledonian and North British would persist throughout the 1870s and 1880s. Bridging Forth and Tay to unify the enlarged North British system was a major task, prolonged by the collapse of the first Tay viaduct in 1879. By comparison with the principal Caledonian lines, the North British ‘Bridges route’ to Perth, Dundee and Aberdeen, completed in 1890, was still a patchwork. The rivals were entangled. Until the opening of the Forth Bridge, North British and East Coast services via Perth to the North had right-of-passage over the Caledonian (formerly Scottish Central) by Larbert and Stirling. Caledonian traffic between Edinburgh and Stirling relied on running powers, inherited from the Scottish Central, over the North British (formerly Edinburgh & Glasgow) by Polmont and Larbert. Parliament had declared for equilibrium – Caledonian and North British, West Coast and East Coast – in the amalgamation Acts of the mid-1860s. Irritations remained. The North British routinely complained of delay and obstruction at Perth. Anomalies bewildered the unwary passenger and perpetuated inter-company strife: for example, the Caledonian took English East Coast traffic to Oban, but North British rights, in respect of internal Scottish traffic, reached no further than Callander.


Anglo-Scottish patterns were complicated by the arrival of the Midland Railway at Carlisle in 1876. Connection to Edinburgh via Hawick was provided by the North British and to Glasgow via Dumfries by the Glasgow & South Western. The North British Company’s English partners – Great Northern, North Eastern and Midland – all took a stake in the Forth Bridge Joint Railway, with the North British as part-owner and operator*. The Glasgow & South Western contemplated amalgamation with the Midland Railway – or with the North British. This the Caledonian and the English East Coast partners were certain to oppose. If Midland and North British drew too close, the Great Northern and the North Eastern were prepared to divert their Glasgow traffic by Hexham to Carlisle and offer it to the Caledonian. These strains in the East Coast alliance kept alive the possibility of a fourth Anglo-Scottish route – cross-country from Newcastle to Glasgow by Tweed and Clyde.†


 


As successor to the Scottish North Eastern, the Caledonian controlled the Highland Company’s entry to Perth. Connection with the North British, successor to the Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee, helped keep the Highland independent; eventually the North British would deliver both East Coast and Midland traffic via the Forth Bridge. This was balance as Parliament intended. But the Highland deferred to the Caledonian and the West Coast – which the Caledonian acknowledged by remitting the tolls on Highland trains between Perth and Stanley. At Aberdeen the North British presence – by running powers over the Caledonian (Scottish North Eastern) from Kinnaber – likewise ensured that Caledonian and West Coast influence was checked. Confronting the Highland Company, whose resources owed a good deal to Caledonian goodwill, the Great North of Scotland was at once a North British ally. Old quarrels with the Scottish North Eastern, dating from the break-up of the once-united Aberdeen party, also inclined the Great North to the North British-cum-East Coast camp.*


 


The Highland resisted the Great North’s every effort to regain the territory west of Keith which the Inverness & Aberdeen Junction Railway had occupied. The Great North reached Elgin in 1862, via Craigellachie; by 1865 they had built inland from Craigellachie to Boat of Garten, on the Highland main line, thus drawing an inconvenient ‘frontier’ from the Moray shore to the upper Spey. In Aberdeenshire and Banffshire, Great North branches multiplied; another line was pushed to Elgin via the coast. And the Deeside Railway (completed to Ballater in 1866) was leased in perpetuity. The Great North’s compact regional monopoly contrasted with the Highland’s thinly stretched system – from Perth to Thurso and from Keith to Strome Ferry. And the Great North still aimed at Inverness.


Could the Highland Railway be brought to concede a joint interest west from Elgin? The alternative was an inland route. Aberdeen’s early ambitions were not fixed exclusively on the North Eastern Lowlands: a Dee-and-Spey line into the Grampians, intersecting both the Morayshire & Perthshire route and Mitchell’s Tay-and-Spey route, had been several times suggested; and one version imagined the line continuing to Lochaber and the west coast.† All this had little substance – it was Aberdeen’s equivalent of the wilder schemes for a ‘westerly’ trunk route north-of-Clyde; but the Deeside Railway became accomplished fact. Extension from Ballater to Strathspey and Inverness was thereafter at least a possibility – compounding the enmity between the Highland Company and the Great North of Scotland. Their enmity reflected, and was in some degree sustained by, the larger rivalry of Caledonian and North British.


Worked by the Caledonian, the Callander & Oban Railway scarcely challenged the Highland Company’s control of the North – save that Oban came to compete with Strome Ferry for general Hebridean traffic and west-coast fish. The promoters, to make good the claim that theirs was an ‘optimum’ route, had anticipated the early addition of two feeder lines – from Dalmally south to Loch Awe and Kintyre* (which could do the Highland no injury), and from Connel Ferry north to Fort William (which would capture Lochaber traffic but pose no immediate threat to Inverness).12 The slow westward progress of the ‘main line’ from Callander postponed these branches to the indefinite future; and the Caledonian were not eager to revive them. Local effort and the powerful influence of the Marquess of Breadalbane eventually secured a short branch to Killin and Loch Tay (1886); the Highland, with their own branch to Aberfeldy since 1865, raised no objection.13 (The Killin Railway remained nominally independent.)


Fear of intervention by the North British played some part in the Caledonian decision to complete their route to Oban; for the North British had acquired, with the Edinburgh & Glasgow and the Forth & Clyde Junction, a rival claim to develop the Western Highlands.14 Until the Callander & Oban resumed construction, beyond Tyndrum, in 1874, the North British had the tempting opportunity to support a ‘direct’ Glasgow-Oban line. With the Callander & Oban fully open for traffic (1880), temptation persisted: a Glasgow-Crianlarich cut-off was bound to be promoted sooner or later; and the North British were bound to take a hand, if only to maintain their hold on Dunbartonshire and Loch Lomond. What if the Caledonian chose attack as their best defence – by promoting their own ‘direct’ line to make doubly sure of Oban, they might at the same time invade their enemy’s north-of-Clyde preserves? Besides Helensburgh and Balloch, Aberfoyle became another North British outpost whence Crianlarich might be reached. The Strathendrick & Aberfoyle Railway opened in 1882, extending the earlier Blane Valley line†, and thereafter competed with Caledonian Callander for the tourist trade of the Trossachs.


The Highland Railway under attack


Could these conflicts and suspicions be exploited by those who saw the possibility of resurrecting a ‘westerly’ route to Inverness? The ‘Glasgow & North Western Railway’ (1882) was a blatant attempt to do so. The line was laid out by Loch Lomond, Glen Coe and the Great Glen, to intersect the Callander & Oban, put Fort William on the railway map and bring Inverness within 165 miles of Glasgow (as against 207 miles by Perth and Forres). Caledonian and North British came to blows over the shorter route to Oban which the Glasgow & North Western offered. And the North British stood to gain a larger share of the traffic of the North than they could obtain at Perth. The Caledonian, on the other hand, had good reason to maintain their partnership with the Highland Company. Yet the Glasgow & North Western might prevail – in which case the Caledonian, despite Highland cries of betrayal, might  come to terms rather than see the North British obtain an exclusive  new route to Inverness. At stake also was the traffic of Fort William and Lochaber. The Glasgow & North Western were pre-empting the delayed Callander & Oban feeder line from Connel Ferry. There would be further revenue, the promoters promised, when they added their own branch from Fort William to a new fishing harbour on the Inverness-shire coast.


The Highland Company had shown little enthusiasm for a branch to Lochaber. (Mitchell himself had second thoughts.) Feeder traffic remained with the Fort William-Kingussie mail coach and the steamers on the Caledonian Canal. The Great Glen lay open to a ‘westerly’ assault (while the Great North of Scotland Railway, the ‘easterly’ aggressor, had been held at Elgin and Boat of Garten). The Highland would bargain for control of the final sixty miles of the Glasgow & North Western, through the Great Glen, rather than see an invader reach Inverness. On this the promoters counted – just as they counted on the rivalry of Caledonian and North British; one company or another could be induced to take up at least part of their scheme.


While the North British hesitated, the Caledonian and the Highland chose resistance: the Glasgow & North Western project was defeated. The Highland Company now sought powers to improve their main line with an Aviemore-Inverness cut-off by Slochd Mhuic – only to face a fresh attack from the east when the Great North of Scotland supported the ‘Strathspey, Strathdon & Deeside Railway’ (1883–4). There were shadowy plans for a Strathmore-Deeside connection, while the Great North promoted their own line, again by Slochd Mhuic, to complete the new route*. Just as the Glasgow & North Western promoters calculated that at least part of their grand scheme would emerge from Parliament, so the Great North saw an opportunity, though the Strathspey, Strathdon & Deeside was rejected, to win a joint interest in the Highland’s cut-off. Caledonian and North British waited the outcome, which might affect their traffic both via Aberdeen and via Perth. In the event the Highland Company were left in sole possession, but did not hasten to build the Aviemore-Inverness line.


 


What if Caledonian and North British, instead of fighting, had come together? The Caledonian, after the 1860s amalgamations, used both blandishment and menace. The North British wavered, weighing the heavy cost of completing their ‘Bridges route’. (The Midland wavered too, before building their expensive trans-Pennine line to Carlisle, on which North British fortunes partly depended.) Contentious running powers would have been eliminated – Caledonian over North British out of Edinburgh, North British over Caledonian to Aberdeen. Rail traffic would have been rationalised, including Anglo-Scottish traffic, over much of Lowland Scotland.15


If Caledonian and North British had sunk their differences, other conflicts would have diminished. The subordinate status of Glasgow & South Western, Great North of Scotland and Highland, all confined to their own regions, would have been in no doubt – though the late nineteenth century state, still ideologically hostile to large monopolies, was unlikely to permit an all-Scotland amalgamation.* Co-existence, if not union, was the logical course for the Great North and the Highland (as they both eventually accepted).16 And, in the Western Highlands, the merger of Caledonian and North British would have settled the route (or routes?) to Oban. Extension northwards to meet the Highland system might have followed; and the Highland Company would have had less excuse, and less freedom, to resist.


In fact Caledonian and North British waged a twenty years war, culminating in a contest to absorb the Glasgow & South Western. Bounded by Clyde and Solway, the Glasgow & South Western exercised running powers over the Caledonian between Gretna and Carlisle; their original Glasgow-Paisley line and the Glasgow-Kilmarnock cut-off were owned jointly with the Caledonian, and the Caledonian continued to probe into Ayrshire. The Portpatrick & Wigtownshire Railway belonged to a quarrelsome syndicate – London & North Western, Midland, Caledonian and Glasgow & South Western, all with a stake in Irish traffic via Stranraer; the two Scottish members, with no love lost, worked the route for alternate periods. For the Glasgow & South Western, a merger with the Midland Railway offered escape from Caledonian pressure: relations were close – closer than in any other Anglo-Scottish alliance; an amalgamation Bill was twice prepared.17


By taking over the Glasgow & South Western, the North British would control all the Midland’s Scottish traffic – the Midland were amenable – besides obtaining a Glasgow-Carlisle route, the better to compete with the Caledonian. (North British west-of-Scotland traffic with England necessarily went by Edinburgh.) The Caledonian replied with their own bid to acquire the Glasgow & South Western, then fell back on the argument that, to preserve the balance which Parliament had prescribed, there must be joint Caledonian-North British ownership. After a hard-fought, two-year battle, there were no winners; the Glasgow & South Western survived.18 The Forth Bridge had been completed in 1890, and with it the ‘Bridges route’, putting Caledonian and North British on more equal terms, and reinforcing the East Coast alliance (despite the Midland’s share in the Forth Bridge Joint Railway). Tensions remained, not least because the North Eastern Company continued to exercise their running powers to Edinburgh.* North British acquisition of the Glasgow & South Western would have been a great defeat for the Caledonian – and it implied a re-ordering of Anglo-Scottish partnerships, with North British and Midland more closely allied. The North British Company desired to strengthen their position in the West of Scotland. Did they also intend a ‘westerly’ penetration of the Highlands?


 


Across Southern Scotland, Caledonian and North British were evenly matched. Would-be promoters sought to engage the one or the other in duplicate lines or dubious branches, which for the most part were not achieved. The Dundee & Stanley scheme offered the Highland Company a connection with the North British ‘Bridges route’, independent of the Caledonian at Perth. The Caledonian wanted their own Edinburgh-Larbert line, while the ‘Stirling & Western Direct Railway’ (1887–8), encouraged by the North British, would have by-passed Caledonian Larbert with a new Glasgow-Stirling link. The Caledonian tried repeatedly to invade North British Fife. In 1892 came the ‘Manchester, Newcastle & Glasgow Railway,’† a last Tweed-and-Clyde scheme, in which the East Coast allies detected a Caledonian thrust at Tyneside.19 Both an Eskdale-to-Douglasdale line and a Nith-and-Clyde line would be proposed in the 1890s, in the hope that the North British, disappointed of amalgamation with the Glasgow & South Western, still wanted a ‘direct’ route between Carlisle and Clydeside.*


All this depicts, on the whole, a drawn battle. In the Western Highlands open hostilities began in 1886–7. The North British backed the Clyde, Ardrishaig & Crinan Railway, which promised to serve South Argyll better than the long-delayed Callander & Oban branch from Dalmally. In 1888–9 the North British backed the West Highland Railway, from Helensburgh to Crianlarich and Fort William; it promised both a cut-off to Oban and an extension from Lochaber to the west coast. The Clyde, Ardrishaig & Crinan was abandoned. The West Highland opened to Fort William in 1894 (and Banavie in 1895), running not by Glen Coe but by Rannoch Moor and Glen Spean, and reached Mallaig – instead of Roshven as first intended – in 1901. Parliament endorsed exchange at Crianlarich but refused the North British running powers over the Callander & Oban.


Fort William was long step towards Inverness, and there ensued a complicated contest to occupy the Great Glen. But the North British promised to respect the Highland Company’s territory, in the Great Glen Agreement (or Ten Years Truce) of 1889, and repaired the Agreement when, in 1894–5, it broke down. The North British wanted a share in Oban’s traffic – or their own centre (Crinan? Fort William?) to compete with Oban, at the same time strengthening their hold on Dunbartonshire and Loch Lomond. But the Glasgow Central Railway (1896) and its extension, the Lanarkshire & Dumbartonshire Railway (1899) would take the Caledonian to Clydebank and Dumbarton, with joint ownership of the Balloch line and the Loch Lomond steamers. Here was a major setback for the North British; and possession of the loss-making West Highland, without access to Oban, was scarcely a compensating victory.20


Where Caledonian and North British were concerned, expansion and aggression, consolidation and self-defence, were very much in the eye of the beholder. That the North British ever intended a comprehensive ‘Conquest of the West’† is debatable. Any grand plan (if such there was) crumbled when North British take-over of the Glasgow & South Western was frustrated. Whatever their first intentions, the North British had no firm resolve to continue the West Highland northwards or to renew their attack on Oban; rather, they had little choice but to make the best of their client and develop the West Highland Company’s traffic – which implied live-and-let-live with their Highland and Callander & Oban neighbours.


And this was the logic of the New Lines Agreement, known better as the Peace Agreement, which Caledonian and North British concluded in 1891, alike chastened by the barren struggle over the Glasgow & South Western. Often strained to breaking point but twice renewed in the period to 1914, the Peace Agreement contained and moderated Caledonian-North British disputes. There was compromise over Balloch and Loch Lomond, and compromise too on the traffic catchments of Callander & Oban and West Highland. The Caledonian obtained a Callander & Oban branch to Ballachulish (1903); the North British obtained the Mallaig Extension. An incipient contest for Loch Fyne and South Argyll, with competing Callander & Oban and West Highland branches, was allowed to fade away.* In hindsight at least, the Peace Agreement marks the onset of retrenchment and rationalisation; but for the lobbying of manufacturers and traders, who suspected all attempts to limit competition, the two signatories would have submitted it to Parliament to be formally recognised.


 


The West Highland Railway, on which this study centres, had many ingredients, and these are treated in Chapters 2 and 3; it was certainly a product of the long rivalry of Caledonian and North British. Yet, by the time the West Highland was being built, the trend – behind habitual wordy warfare – was towards all-round forbearance. The railways of the Western Highlands would remain curiously disjointed. Oban, Fort William and Inverness were left unconnected (save in the most roundabout fashion, or by combinations of train and steamer). The Dingwall & Skye line, the Callander & Oban and the West Highland stayed subordinate to their parent systems; three tenuous routes led to three separate harbours on the coast. Tourist traffic demanded co-operation; an integrated rail service for everyday wants could not be had. The ‘westerly’ route from Glasgow to Inverness remained a ‘might-have-been’, though the Invergarry & Fort Augustus Railway (1896) tried to close the gap – and came within thirty miles of Inverness. Today the Spean Bridge-Fort Augustus line, like the Connel Ferry-Ballachulish line, belongs to industrial archaeology; their relics pose an insistent ‘why’. These ‘lost railways’ are discussed in Chapter 6, as are unsuccessful attempts to link the West Highland in Lochaber with the Highland and the Great North of Scotland in Strathspey; the contest for Loch Fyne is treated too.


Consolidation of the Highland Railway in and after 1865, with headquarters and locomotive works at Inverness, was no small achievement. Though services were exiguous, the Highland won a reputation for reliable dividends and careful management of scanty resources.* All the lines projected beyond Inverness before 1865 were open by 1874; and the Highland later added several branches round the Moray Firth (see Table 2) in relatively ‘lowland’, relatively populous country. The distant North-West had access to the Dingwall & Skye and Far North lines†, while South Argyll, in Callander & Oban territory, had a lavish steamer service. But Fort William, Lochaber and Inverness-shire’s western seaboard were isolated; the nearest railheads were Highland Newtonmore and Strome Ferry, or Oban and Tyndrum on the Callander line. This the Glasgow & North Western promoters had exploited, putting the Highland and the Callander & Oban on the defensive. (Where were the feeder lines which these self-proclaimed ‘optimum’ routes had promised?) The West Highland promoters used the same tactics. A railway to Lochaber met an obvious need; Highland and Caledonian could not protest too loudly, when there was no immediate threat to Inverness and a shorter route to Oban was in prospect. As for the North British, supporting the West Highland gave a colour of public duty to their contest with the Caledonian, where the North British desired above all to secure their own position south of Crianlarich.


TABLE 2


Highland Railway: lesser lines added after 1865
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1903 (Light Railway, under the Act of 1896)













 


(1) The Dingwall & Skye Railway had avoided Strathpeffer to placate the local landowner.


 


In mid-nineteenth century Britain the Railway Interest held that railway acts were inviolable contracts (on the basis that shareholders had accepted ‘private risk for public advantage’).22 The Highland Company and the Callander & Oban clung to this doctrine long after others had submitted to increasing government intervention. They had set out to open up the country. Parliament, having endorsed their projects, was bound to protect them against predatory competitors. But the argument was double-edged: if these less-than-direct routes were not improved in time, if feeders were not added, Parliament ought to allow new enterprise into the region. Later additions to the English network included a number of ‘contractors’ lines’ – speculative promotions encouraged by civil engineers and contracting firms, which gratified local communities eager for rail connection.23 The Glasgow & North Western was overtly a contractors’ line. The Clyde, Ardrishaig & Crinan, West Highland and Invergarry & Fort Augustus promotions all had something of this quality (see Chapters 2, 3 and 6).


Established companies had mixed feelings about ‘outside’ speculation; they adopted such schemes more-or-less reluctantly – to round off their territories, exclude their rivals or disguise their own intentions. On a more principled note, which promoters always tried to strike, contractors lines’ had two virtues: they summoned landowners and railway companies to do their duty, and they provided surveys and costings to expedite the submission of a bill. The Western Highlands and Islands evoked conflicting attitudes – a disadvantaged and neglected region, or a wilfully backward region at odds with the prevailing ideology of self-help. Intervention from outside, speculative but stimulating local enterprise, could only do good (more good than the clumsy hand of government?). Only thus would the resources of landlords and wealthy tenants be thoroughly mobilised, in alliance with small towns like Fort William or Inveraray which manifestly lacked the resources to obtain rail facilities by their own efforts. Only thus would the established companies be brought to accept their responsibilities to the districts which they had claimed for themselves.


Speculative promotions persisted in the Lowlands (see pp. 12–3) and continued to generate local enthusiasm – as when the people of Selkirk, terminus of a North British branch, welcomed the prospect of finding themselves on the Manchester, Newcastle & Glasgow trunk route. The Highlands might be thought a less attractive field, in terms of possible traffic; but there was the same temptation to exploit the mutual suspicions of existing companies. Parliament might be more indulgent to socially useful schemes in an underdeveloped district than to duplicate schemes in the South. And there was the exceptional ingredient of possible assistance from the state. When in the 1880s the fortunes of agriculture turned for the worse, the Crofting Counties experienced mounting distress and agitation. The Napier Commission (1883–4) tentatively proposed that a railway to Lochaber be encouraged with a ‘top-up’ subsidy, by which the line might be continued to the Atlantic coast, supplementing Strome Ferry and Oban.


The West Highland Mallaig Extension came to depend on Treasury aid. In 1889 the West Highland promoters claimed that, guaranteed by the North British, they could pay their way. At that date the battle over the Glasgow & South Western has still to be fought; and the North British entertained (or did not rule out) larger designs which justified gambling on an expensive commitment. But the larger prospects vanished. The West Highland became a burden which Mallaig’s contributory traffic would relieve – provided that government shared the first cost. Meanwhile other promotions in the North-West made their bids for subsidy. Equity required that the Highland Company be assisted to extend the Dingwall & Skye to Kyle of Lochalsh. The Caledonian and the Highland, having first challenged the very principle of state aid, then questioned whether the North British should have exclusive control of a subsidised route. Not until 1895–6 did Mallaig’s Treasury Guarantee emerge from Parliament, by which time a body of opinion, more-or-less partisan, held that the Light Railways Act of 1896 was a better solution to the transport problems of the Highlands and Islands than ad hoc subsidy.


A full account of state-assisted transport development would reach back to Telford – to the Parliamentary Roads and the Crinan and Caledonian Canals. Expansion of the railway network in Lowland Scotland had seen debate on the circumstances in which subsidy might be legitimate; the Portpatrick Railway, carrying mail for Ireland, is a case in point.24 And strenuous efforts had been made to save some remnant of the Scottish Grand Junction Railway (see p. 2), on the argument that, in the aftermath of the Potato Famine, public resources would be better devoted to creating a stem for future lines than to immediate relief, rates reductions or supported emigration.25 In this study, Chapters 4 and 5 examine how debate unfolded, from the Napier Commission in 1883–4 to the construction of the West Highland Mallaig Extension.


The West Highland brought on a latter-day ‘railway mania in the Highlands’*, in which many hopes were invested. Chapters 7–9 selectively review both expectations and disappointments; this includes, in Chapter 8, further discussion of the politics of promotion. Why, in the end, was there no real integration? After their earlier, wasteful heroics, Caledonian and North British preferred co-existence – and so did the lesser Scottish companies. The days of expansion for expansion’s sake were over. Government action to guide the movement to economy and unification was not forthcoming; when the 1914–18 War demanded action, with wartime Control and post-war Grouping, Scotland was left divided between two Groups. The West Highland passed, with the North British, to the LNER; the Dingwall & Skye (Highland) and the Callander & Oban (Caledonian) became LMS.


Completion of the Aviemore cut-off in 1898 (see pp.10–1) made sure that the Highland Railway’s Perth-Inverness main line would remain the artery of the North. The final campaigns over the ‘westerly’ route through the Great Glen were revealed as half-hearted. As much as the Peace Agreement, the Great Glen Agreement signalled changing times. The North British and the Highland were, at bottom, unwilling to be cajoled or coerced; obliged to fight, they welcomed an inconclusive result – and the Invergarry & Fort Augustus Company were left to their own ruinous course (see Chapter 6). As for the Light Railways Act, which simplified promotion and gave the initiative to local authorities, this could not overcome the companies’ reluctance to accept avoidable expenditure. The results were patchy. As late as 1918, when it was still expected that post-war Reconstruction would produce a co-ordinated national transport policy, light railways on the mainland and in Lewis and Skye were eagerly canvassed. But railways in being by the turn of the century, together with carting, coaching and steamers, were broadly sufficient. Moreover, the motor lorry and the motor bus had already made their appearance before 1914.




Appendix 1


The earliest ‘Inverness Company’, from which developed the Highland Railway


INVERNESS AND NAIRN RAILWAY


Capital £85,000, in Shares of £10 each, Deposit £1–10/- per share


Engineer           Joseph Mitchell, Esq., F.R.S.E.


 


The Committee for the formation of a Railway between INVERNESS and NAIRN, hold themselves justified in submitting the scheme to the public at this time, as being of great importance to the locality, a step towards the full benefit of through Railway communication for the Northern Counties . . .


The fertile and populous district which it is proposed to intersect, comprises the Seaport and Market Towns of INVERNESS and NAIRN, several villages at which important markets are held, the Ferries of Kessock and Chanonry, the Military Station of Fort-George and the Basin and Quays of the Caledonian Canal.


The Committee would also call attention to the fact that upon this district converge . . . the main lines of communication between the North and West, and the East and South of Scotland; and that the proposed Line must form a common centre and connecting link in all future development . . . of the Railway system . . .


The length of the Line will be 15½ miles, and it is proposed at first to lay down a single line of rails . . .


 


November 1853


 


NAS/BR/PRO(S)1/1/10




Appendix 2


The Strathmore-Deeside-Strathspey route


MORAYSHIRE & PERTHSHIRE DIRECT JUNCTION RAILWAY


. . . from Craigellachie on the Banks of the Spey, along the course of that River to Ballindalloch, thence along the Banks of the Avon, intersecting the lower portion of Glenlivat (sic), through Drumin, passing close to the village of Tomintoul, and from thence by Loch Bulg (sic), Braemar, the Spittal of Glenshee, joining the Scottish North Eastern Railway at Blairgowrie – the length . . . being seventy-two miles. [A] daily steamer will ply between Lossiemouth*, Littleferry (in Sutherlandshire), Wick and Orkney . . . [Parties] travelling from London can reach Braemar in fourteen hours, Elgin in sixteen hours, and Kirkwall . . . in twenty-seven hours.


[The] old project of 1845–6, for connecting the North with Perth, has been resuscitated . . . It is pretty certain there is not room for the two lines . . . The one Line . . . proposes to traverse a thinly peopled mountainous district for a distance of 78 miles, until it reach Blair-Athole (sic) . . . The other Line proposes to open up the lower and more fertile valley of the Spey . . . where forests abound on every hill-side, and the agricultural districts of Inveravon, Glenlivat (sic), and Strathavon – passing close to inexhaustible stores of iron ore and other minerals; and in passing to Braemar will accommodate a large portion of Strathdon and Strathdee, and renders valuable the extensive forests of the latter district. Farther on it will pass through the improvable vales of the Clunie, on the Braemar side of the Cairnwell, and the still more improvable and fertile districts of the Shee, the Airdle (sic) and the Ericht, until it reach the thriving manufacturing town of Blairgowrie.


 


September 1860


 


NAS/BR/PRO(S)/1/1/22




Appendix 3


Tweed-and-Clyde


 


George Gibb, General Manager, North Eastern Railway, to John Conacher, General Manager, North British Railway, 3 March 1893.


 


I am afraid the promoters of the Manchester, Newcastle and Glasgow Railway mean business.


The Parliamentary Agent and Engineer* will certainly go on if they can get funds, and judging from the persistency with which preparations are being pushed forward, I fear they have some Contractors or Syndicate behind them.


Whether they can raise enough to go through a Parliamentary contest no one can say, but I do not think the scheme is one to be despised altogether.


Probably the Bill will be deposited, and we may have to fight through.


 


NAS/BR/NBR/8/1209


 


* Charles Forman (see subsequent Chapters)
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Two


The West Highland Railway: Ancestry


Two projects of the 1860s became definitive. The revived Inverness & Perth Junction scheme made viable the coming together of the Inverness companies into the Highland Railway, independent of the Great North of Scotland. Meanwhile, the Callander & Oban obtained their Act and began construction. Definitive in its turn was the Glasgow & North Western Railway, defeated in 1883; for this proved to be the final attempt to achieve a coherent ‘westerly’ line from the Central Belt to Inverness, at the same time serving Oban and the coast west of Fort William. The projects of the intervening years are little studied. The Glasgow & North Western has been treated – if treated at all – as the precursor of the much better known West Highland Railway.* And popular accounts of the West Highland, more concerned with the heroics of construction and day-to-day operation, have not done full justice to a complex and intriguing promotion.


 


While the route to Oban was debated, the Inverness & Perth Junction Railway was completed. Fort William and Lochaber set out to obtain a branch from Newtonmore by Loch Laggan and Glen Spean.


The ‘Fort-William Railway’, proposed in October 1863, would have tapped the southern end of the Great Glen; it might have continued to the west coast or south to Corran Ferry and Ballachulish Ferry.† J.R. Hope-Scott of Loch Shiel was the main mover.1 Among his allies were Donald Cameron of Lochiel, Ewen MacPherson of Cluny and Fort William distiller Donald P. MacDonald. Several proprietors who welcomed the Fort-William Railway were, like Hope-Scott, incomers to Inverness-shire: Lord Abinger, whose father had purchased the Duke of Gordon’s Inverlochy estate; F. D. Astley of Arisaig, who acquired a portion of the Clanranald lands; and Edward Ellice M.P., the new owner of Glen Garry and Glen Quoich. Alexander Campbell of Monzie, whose wife inherited the Cameron lands of Glen Nevis and Callart and the feudal superiority of Fort William, promised to make over the old fort there for railway purposes if Parliament authorized Hope–Scott’s scheme.
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Map 3: Western Highlands to mid 1880s
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Map 4: Eastern Highlands to c. 1914
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Map 6: Western Highlands to 1914
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Map I1: Great Glen and Glen Spean
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