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MICHAEL PORTILLO was a Member of Parliament for eighteen years and held three positions in the cabinet. For sixteen years he was a resident commentator on BBC’s satirical look at politics, This Week. He started presenting Great British Railway Journeys for the BBC in 2009, and has also shot series in continental Europe, North America, India, Southeast Asia and Australia.









About the Book


It is now over a decade since the much-loved Great British Railway Journeys series set off on its incredible run discovering the cultural, social and engineering land-scape of the United Kingdom through the prism of George Bradshaw’s Handbook to rail travel. Veteran politician and ex-cabinet minister Michael Portillo has since presented eleven seasons of this ever-popular show on BBC Two, covering every part of the existing train network in Britain, as well as others that were closed as a result of the Beeching Report in 1963. Across a decade of these journeys, Portillo has celebrated how every corner of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland was opened up by the railway line as a result of the Industrial Revolution, thus giving fans a unique insight into our shared past of train travel since the Victorian era.


With the anniversary, this new collection will celebrate Michael’s top fifty journeys from the hun-dreds he has covered, adding more insight and analysis to some of the greatest railway lines, sta-tions, bridges, viaducts and tunnels the Victorians built to create the world we now live in. From Pad-dington Station to the Clifton Suspension Bridge; the Southend Pier line to the milk wagons departing from Blake Hall Station. An unrivalled narrative to be treasured.


Greatest British Railway Journeys is both a celebratory and charming ride through our country’s beloved history – all from the unique position of a train seat.









This book is dedicated to the memory of Cat Ledger





 


As the railway age got underway, the whole of Ireland was part of the British Empire and the engineering innovators were drawing from the same well. As such, the story of great railway lines and the men who made them in Ireland reflects those in the United Kingdom, with similar outcomes in terms of commerce and communication.
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Introduction by Michael Portillo


If you search online for ‘Portillo moment’, lots of results come up. My humiliating defeat in my parliamentary seat in Britain’s 1997 general election has passed into the history books and become a saying in its own right, albeit in a minor way. But another door opened for me, as the saying goes.


Quite soon, I began to receive invitations to make television documentaries. One commission was for a BBC Two series, Great Railway Journeys. The show had a different presenter each week, who was encour-aged to introduce an autobiographical element to their episode. I made a journey around Spain, where my father, Luis, had been caught up in the Spanish Civil War, and later exiled. The programme included interviews with his brothers, who had fought on the other side of the divide, which helped to make it pretty emotional for me.


Fully ten years later, when a television production company had it in mind to make a series about rail journeys using an antique Bradshaw’s Handbook to steer the course, the company’s chief executive, Lorraine Heggessey, reputedly suggested that I should be the presenter. She had been with the BBC when I had set off across Spain, and remembered my programme. I was initially engaged for a short series; but at the time of writing, we are in our twelfth year of filming railway adventures, with twenty-seven series under our belts.


Our first jaunts were in the United Kingdom, and each year since then we have filmed a series ‘at home’. That surprises people, who ask, ‘Surely you’ve been everywhere by now?’ I would not quite claim that, but in any case, I have never been embarrassed to return to a place in order to uncover some different part of our history. It has also helped that we have used Bradshaw’s books from different eras, enabling us to focus on three time periods: the 1860s; the years immediately before the First World War; and the late 1930s, as war loomed once again.


The programmes have therefore changed their look – and not only because the presenter has grown older! For the mid-Victorian era, the archival imagery available to us consisted largely of illustrations, with the occasional photograph. When we reached 1913, photographs were plentiful and there was even some grainy moving footage. By the time of the 1936 guidebook, moving images abound.


George Bradshaw was born in Salford in 1801 and became a cartographer. He mapped canals and then railways, and spotted a gap in the market. While each rail company made it known when its own trains would run, the range of available services was not collated in a single book. Bradshaw’s Railway Time Tables were first published in 1839, and from 1841 a new edition was published monthly until 1961.


The timetable’s complexity came to be parodied in music hall song, and it soon made appearances in British literature. Setting out to solve a new case, Sherlock Holmes would ask Dr Watson to fetch the Bradshaw’s from its place in the bookcase at 221B Baker Street. When Jonathan Harker first encounters Dracula in Transylvania, he is lying on a sofa ‘reading, of all things in the world, an English Bradshaw’s Guide’; for how, without a Bradshaw’s, would the vampire plan the transport of fifty boxes of earth from Whitby, where he would land in England, to King’s Cross station in London? ‘Bradshaw’s’ became a generic noun for a timetable, much as, in my youth, ‘Biro’ meant any ballpoint pen, and ‘Hoover’ any vacuum cleaner.


Because we have passed through a revolution in information technology that has transformed our lives, we can perhaps understand how, in another era, the arrival of the railways changed everything. Before the railways, the world was as described by Jane Austen. Ordinary people walked most of their journeys. Those who were better off had horses, and for special journeys there were horse-drawn coaches. But these ran on rutted roads and were slow and uncomfortable. The upper classes embarked on grand tours, made possible by ship. Such excursions might take months, and storms, rocks and even pirates had to be braved along the way.


Robert Stephenson’s Rocket had a top speed of thirty miles per hour, quite unlike anything that had travelled on land before. The Liverpool & Manchester Railway had been engineered by his father, George. Inaugurated on 15 September 1830, it was the first service to be operated entirely by steam locomotives (that is, with no need for winches or horses). It was dual-track and signalled, and on the first day, eight locomotives were fielded. It is extraordinary to me that the railway that was opened that first day was already so complete and versatile.


Indeed, in the nearly 200 years since then, the technology of railways has remained recognisable. Steam locomotion has been replaced by electric traction, but metal wheels still run on metal track, generally using a standard gauge first deployed by the Stephensons. In recent years, there has been a high-speed revival of railways in much of Europe, China and Japan, and they are clearly the direct descendants of that first Liverpool to Manchester line. I cannot think of any other Victorian invention that has ‘lasted’ so well.


Some of the first British railway journeys that we filmed were intended to be nostalgic for me. My mother’s father was John W. Blyth, a manufacturer of linen in Kirkcaldy, and a collector of art, in particular Scottish paintings. My mother, Cora, would take me and my brothers to visit her parents. We made the journey thriftily, by night. Marketing hype is not new, and that slow train, on which we tried to snatch sleep while sitting bolt upright, was dubbed ‘the Starlight Special’.


What was special was the arrival. We lived in a semi-detached house in London and my parents had no car. At Kirkcaldy, John Blyth’s chauffeur, resplendent in a double-buttoned tunic, leather driving gloves and cap, met us in the monogrammed maroon Daimler. It purred the short distance to Wilby House, which struck me as magnificent, not least because pictures hung everywhere. A gong was rung for meals. But when allowed to ‘get down from the table’, I didn’t need to go far beyond the garden to see the steam trains plying between Edinburgh and Dundee.


Shortly before reaching Kirkcaldy, the Starlight Special crossed the Forth Bridge. To my young eyes, it was the most magnificent piece of engineering imaginable, and the passage of decades has not lessened my sense of awe.


I am almost as impressed by the Ribblehead Viaduct, but the nostalgia is of a different sort. When I became a transport minister in 1988, British Rail had applied to close the Settle to Carlisle railway in order to save money and avoid expensive repairs to the viaduct. I was keen to refuse permission, because I valued the railway’s heritage so much. However, it was tricky, since the government was urging British Rail to reduce its losses.


The Friends of the Settle–Carlisle Line proved to be a formidable force. They alerted rail lovers that the line might soon be gone, and passenger numbers climbed steeply during what might have been its last summer. Meanwhile, an engineer called Tony Freschini found a way to cut two-thirds from the bill for viaduct repairs. With fare income up and restoration costs sharply down, I was able to sign the refusal of closure.


When I travelled on the line filming for Great British Railway Journeys, I felt great personal joy because the line had survived. Crowds of people were out in the valleys to film the steam locomotive panting up the gradients through that magnificent scenery. The stations are beautifully kept by local volunteers, and villages along the way flourish thanks to the tourists attracted by the railway.


The third route that evokes memories for me is that short stretch on the Isle of Wight from Ryde to Shanklin, although when I travelled on it during summer holidays, it went on through the Boniface Down Tunnel to Ventnor; and, as it did so, the compartment filled with smoke from the locomotive. That smell, whenever I encounter it today, carries me directly back to childhood. Now, the service is operated by superannuated London Underground stock. It’s not the same, but I love the fact that the line remains highly quirky.


During my early journeys of the series, I said the word ‘Victorian’ as often as I said ‘Bradshaw’. Suitably, Queen Victoria featured frequently in our storytelling. She had a fear of speed, which, at first, made her reluctant to use railways. However, her husband, Prince Albert, was drawn to modern things, and he persuaded her aboard. She had to admit that the comfort of her private rail car far surpassed any horse-drawn coach, and she became a frequent user of trains between Windsor station (the scene of a failed assassination attempt upon her) and London, and to and from the South of France. She died at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, and her coffin was returned by train, first to Waterloo, and then from Paddington on to Windsor.


Railways have been an important part of the modern human adventure. They accelerated the Industrial Revolution, as coal and timber were hauled to cities, factories and ports. They enabled the working class to travel, not least on holiday specials, which carried excited families from grimy cities to sandy resorts. Railways made women more independent, because the previous practice of chaperoning became impractical on frequent and lengthy train journeys. They increased contact between countries, but also played a macabre role in mechanised war.


Over the years, I have enjoyed my journeys very much, and I have met a large number of enthusiastic people with a story to tell me about the past. The history that I have learned has been my biggest stimulus. It has been exciting, at each stop, to discover what happened in that place. Perhaps an entrepreneur established a mill, or King George V arrived on the Royal train, or future prime minister James Ramsay MacDonald grew up in poverty, or unemployed men gathered to march from Jarrow to London.


At school, I learned about the Domesday Book. It is a great manuscript register of England and Wales ordered by William the Conqueror. It simply records exactly what there is in each place. At times, as the number of rail journeys has grown, I have felt as though we were making a new register, logging in each place what was and what is, along with an explanation of why railways might have been important in the transitions from one era to another. If that’s what we have been doing, then our work is not yet done. How could it ever be, when there is always more to discover?









Chapter One


FOLLOWING THE RAILWAY PIONEERS


Today’s railway network came from a stable of far-sighted engineers with a vision of how untried, untested technology could change the face and pace of society. These men, with their three-dimensional insight, made blueprints into reality. Two hundred years ago, as an agricultural age gave way to industrialisation, no one was untouched. Although the heyday of railways is arguably gone, we still have the opportunity to ride on the same routes that these railway innovators knew so well.





 


Kilmarnock to Troon


Series 6, Episode 1


Distance: 10 miles


Michael Portillo: ‘[This] railway went on to become the earliest in Scotland to use a steam locomotive, and the towns of Troon and Kilmarnock benefitted significantly from its development.’


Early in its 200-year history, this pleasingly green rail route between Kilmarnock and Troon earned itself a raft of distinctions. Scotland’s first tracks were laid here, and it’s where horse-drawn passenger services – and later, steam locomotives – were initially paraded before a curious public. The country’s earliest viaduct was a noteworthy feature of the line too. Perhaps more impressive still, though, is the fact that this historically virtuous stretch of rails wasn’t simply abandoned when the rapid developments in technology threatened to leave it behind. As the Industrial Revolution cranked up, new rails were laid in place of the clunky originals and horses were replaced by fast-moving steam engines hauling both coal and people. Today, trains still thunder across parts of the track bed engineered when George III was on the throne.


With coal and minerals being dug at Kilmarnock, and the harbour from which they would be shipped at Troon, some ten miles distant, this trailblazer railway was built to fulfil an industrial equation. Landowner William Cavendish-Bentinck was the son of a British prime minister and was himself an MP. Yet it’s for his far-sighted approach regarding the introduction of the railway that he’s best remembered.


At the time, the most obvious solution would have been a canal: waterways were inching their way across maps to carry freight while the Industrial Revolution made its slow start in Britain. But Cavendish-Bentinck’s interest had been arrested by short stretches of waggonways being built at collieries, where horses towed carts whose wheels were borne on rails. Could this idea be expanded upon for his own industrial works?


At such a scale, it was virtually untried technology, but one that was much cheaper than building a canal. The alternative, roads, were a poor third choice. Some routes had been improved thanks to the turnpike trusts, a seventeenth- and eighteenth-century toll-driven initiative that reflected an increase in cross-country travel. Other roads, though, were slow and sometimes treacherous.


In the language of the day, the system he sought was known as a plateway, tramway or dramway – concepts that had been associated with wooden railways used for short stretches some fifty years previously. Railways with locomotives were, as yet, something largely unknown, with potential still unseen.


To his consternation, Cavendish-Bentinck discovered that not all his neighbours were poised to embrace the cutting-edge technology of iron rails in the way he was – and the new-fangled system would have to cut across their land. In response, he turned to former colleagues to supply the certainty he needed, and the Kilmarnock & Troon Railway was built after being incorporated by an Act of Parliament, passed in May 1808. For years afterwards, Parliament retained its role in sanctioning proposed lines. In anticipation of his project’s enduring success, Cavendish-Bentinck won the right to make improvements to the harbour at Troon at the same time as getting the go-ahead for the railway.


While estimates for the railway may have been cheaper than a corresponding canal, at £38,000 (about £300,000 in today’s currency) it was still a substantial sum. Investment came mostly from the Cavendish-Bentinck family. In 1809, Cavendish-Bentinck became the Duke of Portland, following the death of his father, which may well have boosted his finances.


One man, William Jessop, already had some experience of bigger railway projects, having built a link between Croydon and Wandsworth in southern England, where wagons were pulled by horses. Although his health had started to fade, Jessop was brought in to help surmount the obstacles that lay ahead, not least the River Irvine.


The track was made from wrought-iron rails, each one measuring 1 metre by 10 centimetres (3 feet by 4 inches) and weighing 18kg (40 pounds). They were L-shaped, with the upstanding ridge used to guide the wheels travelling on it. Each rail was nailed on to a stone sleeper block, with the nail going into a hole plugged with oak to create a solid fixing.


In an ambitious undertaking, double tracks were constructed from the outset, each 1.2 metres (4 feet) in width, with a generous gap between them, to permit free-flowing traffic. Although the gradient from Kilmarnock to the sea at Troon descended gently, its completion was still something of an engineering feat, while the four spans of the stone-built Laigh Milton Viaduct were another stand-out achievement.


The project was noteworthy enough for the Scots Magazine to report on it in 1812: ‘The ground, on which these blocks are laid, is beat solid, and the stones are also beat down, after being laid, so as to give them all the solidity possible . . . The space of four feet between the rails is filled with road metal for the horse, to near the top of the ledges of the rails, and the outside to the sole of the rails.’


The line was opened on 6 July 1812 and, having cost nearly £60,000, was considerably over budget. (These were fiscally treacherous times and overspends like this could have cost the railway its future. Records reveal that, by 1813, the Glenbuck Iron Company in Ayrshire, where ore was extracted and processed, had been paid nearly £13,500 for about 72,000 rails. Nonetheless, that company went bankrupt the same year after the failure of its bank.)


To help recoup some of the investment, the Duke did not restrict traffic to his own industrial works, but permitted other operators to use it for a fee. Of course, they needed wagons that fitted the rails and a horse, to provide pulling power. A horse could tow a five-ton load from Kilmarnock to Troon in two hours.


Even before the official opening, one William Wright from Kilmarnock was already operating a passenger service three times a week, with each customer paying a toll by tonnage, which must have been disconcerting for the larger traveller. With the final leg to Kilmarnock still under construction, the entrepreneurial Wright began his trips from Gargieston, two miles short of the town centre. The journey took up to two hours and the only suspension was provided by a layer of straw. It didn’t take long for the iron rails to be clogged with dirt, making it a bumpy and even dangerous ride.


The Glasgow Herald reported on ‘a melancholy accident’ that happened four miles from Troon in 1811, when a horse’s harness gave way. ‘The waggon tumbled down a precipice of seven or eight feet perpendicular. One man unfortunately was killed and some so severely hurt that their lives are despaired of . . .’


Still, it wasn’t enough to deter travellers. Advertisements of the era reveal that one service, in a stagecoach-type wagon called Caledonia, offered an ‘inside’ day return for 2s 6d in 1814, while a single ticket was 1s 6d. Those passengers who opted to perch on the outside of the Caledonia paid 1s 6d return, or a shilling for a single fare. To add to its list of accolades, it may well be that the Kilmarnock & Troon service also had the first booking office.


Within a few years, the Duke spotted the potential of steam locomotives and bought one, believing it would enhance transport on his system. He almost chose a new rack-and-pinion design drawn up by inventor John Blenkinsop, one of the luminaries of the time, who was ultimately overshadowed by George Stephenson. By 1817, though, the Duke was convinced by a Stephenson design; however, it sat uncomfortably on the Scottish track. Its capacity to haul loads was limited, and its substantial weight kept breaking the iron rails. By now, technology was leaping forward. From being a visionary on the front edge of a wave, the Duke had been overtaken by rail design and a standard track width that didn’t jigsaw with his own.


Undaunted, he set to, determined to keep pace. In 1837, wholesale changes were made to the line, including the construction of a new wooden bridge to replace the Laigh Milton Viaduct, in order to reduce the sharpness of the curves on the line. Despite the costs, the Kilmarnock to Troon line was an attractive enough proposition to be leased by the bigger and further-reaching Glasgow, Paisley, Kilmarnock & Ayr Railway by the mid-1840s. The Duke’s project was a success: it set a standard for Scotland, and dividends were paid on company shares almost until the dawn of the twentieth century.


View from the train


For today’s travellers, a different experience awaits. The line is longer, of course, and the wooden viaduct has been replaced by a third bridge that now carries trains across the River Irvine. Having fallen into disrepair, the original Laigh Milton viaduct was improved in a 1996 scheme and is now suitable for use by walkers, with plaques highlighting its historical significance. Look down by the water’s edge and it’s still possible to see evidence of the nail-driven stone sleepers that held the rails in place for decades.


Troon has a different station, built in 1892 by Scottish architect James Miller, who also designed stations at Fort Matilda and West Kilbride, as well as commercial buildings in Glasgow. This station replaced one dating from 1839, which stood on a more easterly site. The modern railway services that scythe through Burns country are indebted to the platelayers from 1812, who provided a section of the track for them. Troon is now famous for its golf course and, during competitions, an extra 100,000 people a day pour through the station doors.





 


Stockton to Darlington


Series 8, Episode 3


Distance: 26 miles


Michael Portillo: ‘In the thirty years after . . . railway lines opened between Stockton and Darlington, Britain was transformed. Bradshaw’s readers would already take for granted rail journeys behind powerful and reliable locomotives. In a generation, the train had become an essential part of daily life.’


No one can be conclusively credited for inventing locomotives, but one man made such a significant contribution that he soon became known as ‘the Father of Railways’. George Stephenson was hailed as an eminent engineer after the success of the Stockton & Darlington Railway in 1825, the first steam-hauled railway in the world, which carried 600 passengers on its inaugural run.


Two years before that, Stephenson, together with his son Robert, had started a locomotive factory in Newcastle. At the time, they were still experimenting with a new generation of engines that would replace the cumbersome static models of the past.


Although the technology was untried, they persuaded a newly formed railway company to abandon its plans for a horse-drawn plateway and back locomotion instead. However, Stephenson wasn’t simply a gifted mechanical engineer and an intuitive civil engineer: he was also a diligent organiser who saw potential where others saw problems, and was always aware of what railways could offer. There were no blueprints to follow, thus it was his all-round ability and prophetic vision that catapulted him to the forefront of the rail revolution. Ultimately, George and Robert set robust guidelines for railway systems that everyone else in Britain and around the world then followed.


George Stephenson was born in 1781, the son of illiterate parents who lived nine miles outside Newcastle. George was working as a colliery engineman before he learned to read and write at night school. He continued in the pits after his marriage in 1802, making shoes and mending clocks to earn extra cash. Soon widowed, pit bosses got an early glimpse of his genius when he fixed a misfiring pump engine at a mine in Killingworth, saving his employer money. He went on to design an engine that could pull coal up an incline, albeit at just a few miles per hour.


For him, it was a steep learning curve. Heavy engines caused cast-iron tracks to buckle, so he helped redesign the rails using wrought iron. He found adding more wheels to the locomotive better distributed its weight. The price of failure was huge, but there were good reasons to invest in steam engines, keenly felt at the time. Horses needed food, which was in short supply even though the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 had promised better trading conditions after years of shortages. But it was a poor harvest that year, blighted by a volcanic eruption in distant Indonesia. Corn Laws were imposed that kept cereal prices high, protecting landowners, who were producers, but punishing the poor. Suddenly the economies of keeping a horse were turned on their head and the advantages of having a machine that carried more freight faster than ever before was an irresistible proposition. It’s why Stephenson’s employers gave him a free hand.


Success at the Hetton Colliery, where an eight-mile stretch of railway was installed as the first system that didn’t use horsepower, gave him unshakeable faith that bigger and better things were possible. The Stockton & Darlington Railway, which won assent from Parliament in 1821, was waiting in the wings. It was to be twenty-six miles long and would link a rich seam of coal from mines in south-west Durham to a riverside, at a time when coastal traffic played a fundamental role in carrying freight around the country.


If the elder Stephenson was the Father of Railways, then its great uncle was Edward Pease, the son of a woollen manufacturer and a prominent Quaker, who was the leading figure of the Stockton & Darlington Railway company. His initial aim was to put mines in County Durham on an equal footing with those then achieving dominance on Tyneside, becoming contenders in the race to get coal to London. He was sold on the idea of railways after talking to Stephenson, so much so that he bought into the Stephenson family firm. But to get the necessary financial backing from banks, Pease not only had to prove the commercial good sense of the scheme, but also to explain, without much evidence to prove it, that Britain was on the cusp of a transport revolution. His powers of persuasion were such that fellow Quakers, and many of his family members, provided the cash needed for the project. Without his involvement, there’s an argument to say the railway might never have got off the ground.


Although locomotives had made a grand entry on to the industrial stage, there was a general acceptance during the early days of the railway that horses towing carts would play a part in operations. Therefore, Stephenson picked a gauge that corresponded with the width of a wagon. At one end, the gradients were thought to be too steep for either locomotives or horses, so winding engines were used. The cargo was turned over to horses in the middle part of the line, while locomotives flexed their might at a point where the track was flat. The route included the stone-built Skerne Bridge, the oldest railway bridge still in use today.


The first steam engine to run on the line on its opening day was Locomotion No.1, built by the Stephensons and taken by horse and cart from the factory. In addition to pulling ten wagons of coal and one of flour, there was a carriage for passengers, something of a departure in prevailing thought, which tended to focus on cargo alone.


At one junction, six of the coal wagons were uncoupled, with the contents distributed to the poor, and two new wagons were hitched up; one containing local dignitaries and the other a town band. Throughout, the route had been lined with enthusiastic sightseers, but by the time the train reached Stockton, the crowds were estimated to be 40,000-strong. Church bells were rung, the band played and a seven-gun salute was repeated three times.


Unfortunately, the pandemonium of the welcome repeated itself in the following weeks on the line. There were problems caused because it was a single track with only four passing loops in every mile. Without signals or communications between users, either mechanised or horse-drawn, fights broke out about who had priority. With both Stephensons engaged in other projects, it was down to a local manager, Timothy Hackworth, to orchestrate some manner of harmony, while also improving the rudimentary braking and reversing capacities of the locomotives, training drivers and redesigning the wheels so they didn’t mangle the track. At this stage, no station was planned.


Despite a rapidly elevating status, George Stephenson never lost his strong regional accent. Early in his career, he had designed a mining lamp in about the same time frame as designer Humphrey Davy, who accused Stephenson of stealing his idea. After several run-ins with London-based scientists, Stephenson felt sure his Geordie brogue was inducing some people to believe his grasp of engineering was in some way second-rate. (The row about the safety lamp rumbled on for years, resulting in the design by Stephenson being used almost solely in the north east.) Accordingly, he ensured his son Robert had a broad education before he started working, although Robert was still a teenager when he, George and Pease officially opened the family firm that took his name. While he had a big hand in the design of Locomotion, Robert wasn’t there to see it in action, as he had left the works in 1824 for a spell working as a mining engineer in Bolivia.


The Stockton & Darlington Railway was a local railway tailor-made to fit the needs of the immediate area. However, it was extended to Middlesbrough by 1830. It eventually spawned other lines, including the South Durham & Lancashire Union Railway, which opened in 1861 and crossed the Pennines to Furness. In 1863, both became part of the North Eastern Railway. The Stephensons’ company grew until its site covered six acres, and they employed some 1,200 people at its peak.


Yet as a cornerstone of the railway story, it played its part in transforming the whole nation. Soon thousands of people were employed building railways and then running them. Countless more were manufacturing rails, locomotives and carriages, as well as producing bricks to line tunnels and quarrying stone for bridges.


As a result of the railways, people could travel vast distances domestically, try new food and sell produce at different markets. It was a platform for foreign travel too. And it’s for all these reasons that George Stephenson is feted.





 


Liverpool to Manchester


Series 1, Episode 1


Distance: 33 miles


Michael Portillo: ‘Before the railway, it took some thirty-six hours to cover the thirty miles by canal. This line cut journey times to just two hours: a revolution for intercity travel.’


New, improved steam engines were making an impact early in the nineteenth century, with Britain poised on the brink of a transport revolution that would have a significant effect on the population and its prosperity. Rails were already tried and trusted, but which of the steam engine designs vying for eminence would triumph? Merchants and factory owners keen to exploit a new age of manufacturing won parliamentary approval for tracks to link the cotton factories of Manchester with the busy port of Liverpool in 1826, although in the process some MPs scoffed at the idea that any locomotives running on them would exceed twenty-five miles per hour. Initially, the group had been set on using stationary engines with winding wires, which would haul wagons along newly laid tracks. Steam engines were already indispensable in agriculture and industry, but the majority stayed rooted to the spot.


However, after the shareholders employed George Stephenson – already a distinguished engineer – he persuaded them that locomotive power was the way forward for the pioneering Liverpool & Manchester Railway. His forward-thinking was pivotal – and, of course, as a locomotive builder, he had a vested interest – but there was plenty of hard graft needed before his vision could be celebrated.


A team of navvies armed with picks, shovels and wheelbarrows set to work, and there were challenging obstacles for them to overcome. For the thirty-three-mile route to be completed, it would require a tunnel to be exca-vated under a city, for the first time ever. Stephenson was on hand with plans for the 291-yard (266-metre) shaft. Not for the first time, he was developing proposals that other railway engineers would later follow.


The railway also included a viaduct, comprising nine arches made from yellow sandstone and red brick, across the Sankey Valley. High enough to clear the masted ships using the Sankey canal below, it was the earliest major railway viaduct in England. There was also a two-mile-long rock cutting at Olive Mount to complete. For the businessmen involved, while the ambition of the track-laying was not a point of contention, the rolling stock to be used on it most certainly was. To determine the best out of an array of options, they decided to hold a competition on a level, straight section of track that had been completed at Rainhill, between Liverpool and Manchester.


The Rainhill Trials were held in October 1829. Entering was no small undertaking. Anyone who wanted to take part had to first transport their engines to the north-west in pieces, inevitably using a combination of canals, carts and ships, then reassemble them on site. Strict rules were put in place to ensure a fair result among ten hopefuls, governing fuel, water and weight. The aim was to see how each competing engine fared over ten short trips that equalled the thirty-three-mile journey. Five contenders were immediately eliminated as they could not kick-start their engines in time to take part.


Cycloped was ready to be put through its paces – quite literally, as it was powered by a horse on a drive belt. While that sounds far-fetched today, it would have seemed a probable winner at the outset, coming off the back of a horse-drawn age. The term horsepower remains central to engineering, even today. But it was the first to retire, soon followed by the inaptly named Perseverance, a late-arriving Scottish entry, which quickly spluttered to a halt.


The stage was set for Novelty, from London, which soon roared up to a speed of twenty-eight miles per hour, to ringing cheers from the 15,000-strong crowd – until a furnace explosion brought it to an untimely halt. Sans Pareil, from Darlington, where the first English railway had begun four years previously, was also suffering technical hitches. This left the canary-yellow and white Rocket, designed by Robert Stephenson, a clear path to victory and the £500 first prize. Its maximum speed of thirty-six miles per hour was four times faster than the mail riders of the day, and it could carry loads far heavier than any horse-drawn cart could transport. Compared with static competitors, Rocket instantly proved more versatile. Winding engines and horse-drawn freight were almost immediately consigned to history, and the age of the locomotive dawned.


A year after the Rainhill Trials, the Liverpool & Manchester Railway was ready for its official opening. Guest of honour at the ceremony, on 15 September 1830, was the Duke of Wellington, the Tory prime minister, who was unpopular in northern towns for his opposition to progress in general, and votes for working men in particular. With regard to the railways, he said: ‘I see no reason to suppose that these machines will ever force themselves into general use.’


The Prime Minister rode in one of a fleet of specially made carriages that set out from Liverpool with fanfare, pulled by the locomotive Northumbrian, which was being driven by George Stephenson himself. Further down the same train was William Huskisson, former President of the Board of Trade and Colonial Secretary, and an enthusiastic advocate for railways.


Two parallel tracks had been constructed, with one reserved for the prime ministerial train alone. An hour into the journey, the train had reached Parkside, where it stopped to take on water. Some passengers chose to stretch their legs by walking along the neighbouring track, oblivious to any dangers that railways could pose. Huskisson sought out the Duke of Wellington, hoping to repair a political rift from two years earlier that had resulted in Huskisson leaving the government. Without warning, Stephenson’s Rocket came hurtling along, sending panicked passengers scattering. (It was long before any form of communication along the rails had developed.) Most stepped clear of the lines, but Huskisson clung to the door of the Duke’s carriage. Unfortunately, it wasn’t latched, and it swung slowly outwards into the path of the oncoming engine. Already in poor health, Huskisson was terribly injured, suffering a crushed leg. Stephenson took charge and ensured the injured man was sent to nearby Eccles for medical care as quickly as possible. Despite the proud engineer’s best efforts, chaos ensued, not least because an angry crowd soon blocked the by-now delayed train carrying the Duke. With Stephenson’s careful choreography now out of kilter, there were locomotives obstructing the line that the prime ministerial party wanted to use for a quick getaway. As for Huskisson, he died later that night, becoming the first railway fatality.


An account that appeared in Mechanics Magazine described what happened after the ceremony as travellers returned to Liverpool. The train, already powered by two engines, picked up another three, although hopes for an incremental increase in speed were dashed.




We went still slower than before, stopping continually to take water – query, to take breath – and creeping along at a snail’s pace, till we reached Sutton inclined plane; to get up which the greater part of the company were under the necessity of alighting and making use of their own legs. On reaching the top of the plane, we once more took our seats, and at 10 o’clock we found ourselves again at the company’s station in Crown Street, having accomplished the distance of 33 miles in 4 hours and 40 minutes.





Despite the tragedy and its confusing aftermath, the first scheduled passenger service, carrying 140 people, set off as per the timetable the next day. In Crown Street and Manchester’s Liverpool Road, the cities each had a new intercity terminus. Neither would endure for very long. The Crown Street premises were shut in 1836 with the opening of Lime Street station, while the Manchester site operated for just fourteen years before becoming a goods yard when the weight of passengers meant a new station was needed, leading to the construction of Manchester Victoria.


The rapid turnover in stations reflects how the railway industry frequently now risked becoming the victim of its own success. Following the Rainhill Trials, the railway company invested heavily in Rocket and its sister locomotives, which already bore improvements by the time they arrived. But technology was now moving so rapidly that their design was outdated within three years. Despite its fame and an instantly recognisable silhouette, Rocket quickly became obsolete. And there was still considerable opposition to the railway to overcome, especially from canal owners and shareholders. Nearby Worsley once considered itself the birthplace of a transport revolution, thanks to the Bridgewater Canal, which linked coal mines there with Manchester city centre. Now it was being thrust unwillingly into the shade by the close proximity of the railway. The canal ran both above and below ground, not only providing transport from the coal face, but also helping to drain the mine. It had an aqueduct with three sandstone arches to carry it over the River Irwell. Opening in 1761, it’s thought of by some as the trigger for the Industrial Revolution. But canal users of the 1830s must have watched with some trepidation as the Liverpool & Manchester Railway crossed it at Patricroft, at considerable speed. (Worsley didn’t get its own station until 1864, with travellers using the Liverpool & Manchester line and changing at Eccles.)


Canal users were right to be worried. Within twenty years, there were 6,200 miles of rail in Britain, providing inexpensive and flexible travel for passengers and freight at an ever-increasing pace.





 


Greystones to Dublin


Series 8, Episode 12


Distance: 19 miles


Michael Portillo: ‘Here is a daring feat of engineering built by the Father of Irish Railways.’


It is the line that first introduced the Irish to passenger trains, combining the ingenuity of two great engineers: William Dargan, dubbed ‘the Father of Irish Railways’, and England’s Isambard Kingdom Brunel. For would-be entrepreneurs, its construction was also a salutary lesson on the perils of the railway business: greedy landowners, vested interests, challenging geology and, particularly, burgeoning costs. The fact that it was built in spite of these obstacles was as much a testament to innovative engineering skills as it was to the can-do attitude underpinning the Victorian economy.


The opening of Britain’s first public steam railway, the Stockton & Darlington, in 1825 soon convinced a group of Irish businessmen that this new technology was a runner. In February 1831, the directors of the Dublin & Kingstown Railway Company obtained parliamentary approval for a six-mile track between Westland Row, in the heart of Dublin city, and Kingstown (today known as Dún Laoghaire). The leading promoter was stockbroker James Pim. His home overlooked Kingstown harbour, and he could see the potential for wealthy commuters like himself to replace interminable coach journeys along an overcrowded, pot-holed, mud-strewn road. But Pim was also a Quaker and philanthropist. He believed a slice of his wealth should, in any case, be used in the cause of progress.


Studies by the Dublin & Kingstown Railway made clear the popularity of the existing road. It carried 70,000 journeys a month, of which 48,000 were by horse and carriage, 6,000 by horse-riders, and the rest by carts and gigs. Averaged out at 2,300 journeys per day, this would produce, even by conservative estimates, an annual income of £30,000 on railway operating costs of £10,000. And that sum didn’t even take into account the ongoing expansion of Kingstown harbour, which was being improved to accommodate the increased freight and passenger traffic from new iron-clad steamships. This would, in turn, lead to more potential users for the railway as the harbour became busier.


Pim had made detailed studies of new railway lines in England; he had contacts with merchants and bankers in Liverpool, Bristol, Cardiff and London; and he was meticulous in his planning. This helped ensure government backing from both the Board of Works, which had agreed a £75,000 stake in the Dublin & Kingstown Railway, and the War Department, which saw it could disembark troops quickly into Ireland in the event of yet another armed rebellion or, worse, a French invasion ahead of an attack on England. All in all, Pim’s project was what today’s investment analysts would call a no-brainer. The Board of Trade insisted on Charles Vignoles as chief engineer, while William Dargan, who would go on to build 60 per cent of Ireland’s rail network, was appointed contractor.


Dargan had made his name in canal and road construction and the skills needed to build a coastal railway – sea embankments, bridges, cuttings – were similar. More importantly, he knew how to get the best from his labourers, the gangs of tough ‘navvies’ who roamed the country seeking work. Dargan had a reputation for treating his workers well, ensuring they were paid on time and helping out if they were short of food. During the famine years, he became known among them as ‘the man with his hand in his pocket’, sometimes telling malnourished workers to go home and build up their strength without fear their pay would be docked.


But before work could start, compensation deals had to be struck with landowners. This proved far more expensive than expected. The somewhat batty peer Baron Cloncurry insisted he could no longer enjoy privacy for his cherished swims in the sea, while the other principal objector, the Reverend Lees, played hardball in order to screw the company out of every penny he could. At one point, Dargan even considered tunnelling under the land in question, but this idea was rejected as being too difficult, dangerous and expensive. The dispute was eventually settled by paying the churchman an outrageous £7,500, while Cloncurry took £3,000 on the proviso that a bridge over the line was built ‘in the best Italianate style’ so that he and his dogs could still stroll to his favourite bathing area. He also demanded, and got, a granite bathing hut, the design of which was based on a Greek ‘pleasure dome for men’.


With the all-clear from the lawyers, Dargan recruited 1,000 labourers from across Ireland and England to pickaxe and shovel their way along the railway’s route. These men were seen almost as a race apart by polite society – one Dublin clergyman, the Reverend St George Sargent, described them as ‘the most neglected and spiritually destitute people I ever met’ – and to start with, they were poorly paid. In June 1833, after a group of so-called agitators persuaded the navvies to down tools, their simmering discontent evolved into a riot, which received an over-zealous police response. The situation calmed down only when Dargan persuaded his directors to pay a better piecework rate based on the number of wheelbarrows of earth shifted.


Construction then continued on schedule, although a series of landslides and the collapse of a culvert bridge in Dublin following flooding in late 1834 threatened to delay the grand opening. But again, Dargan’s force of will triumphed and on 17 December 1834, the 9 a.m. Dublin to Kingstown locomotive Hibernia pulled away just 30 minutes late. The track was lined by a crowd of some 4,000 cheering onlookers, while the Dublin Evening Post noted that ‘the carriages were filled by a very fashionable concourse of persons and the greatest eagerness was manifested to witness the first operation of the work’. The one minor problem, according to The Times of 22 December, was that springs between carriages were not ‘sufficiently elastic’ to prevent sudden jolts when the train stopped. As a result, ‘three or four gentlemen had on one occasion today their heads knocked together’, although ‘the majority had hard Irish heads and did not mind a few knocks’. Overall, the Dublin & Kingstown Railway, now arguably the world’s first commuter railway, was hailed a magnificent achievement. Investors collected dividends of 10 per cent on profits for many years, and the company’s board enjoyed a gratifying revenge on the avaricious Reverend Lees (now a railway enthusiast) by denying him a station convenient to his home.


The success of the line was now the springboard for an even greater engineering challenge – an extension along the rocky outcrop of Bray Head towards Greystones and Wicklow. By 1844, Dargan had built track as far as Dalkey, using part of a former quarry tramway, and among guests at the opening ceremony was none other than Isambard Kingdom Brunel. He used the occasion to make a business proposition to the Dublin & Kingstown Railway board; would they consider a joint venture to extend the line much further – right down the south-east coast to Wexford? The carrot was Brunel’s plan to build a railway line across South Wales to Fishguard, connecting with a ferry link to Rosslare, near Wexford. A rail link from there on to Dublin would create a continual flow of passengers and freight traffic. The board were convinced, and two years later, the Waterford, Wexford, Wicklow & Dublin Railway Company was formed. But it would be nine years before Brunel and Dargan managed to complete the twenty-four-mile link to Wicklow.


The reason for that lies partly in the geology of the Wicklow Mountains as they tumble down to their foothills along the Irish Sea coast. The quartzites of Bray Head, in particular, comprise hard-to-drill Precambrian rocks, and their vertical strata meant they were vulnerable to collapse during tunnelling. An additional problem lay in coastal erosion and the resulting landslips. But the project was also badly affected by the economic shock of the Great Famine (1845–49). Investors fought shy of pumping ever more cash into the new line, and work was constantly delayed. Brunel also had other commitments in England. By 1848, construction was at a standstill.


It seems odd that Brunel and Dargan didn’t opt for a more straightforward, if longer, route that would have taken the track inland. One theory has it that Lord Meath did not want the vista from his Kilruddery residence spoiled, and so offered the Bray Head land for free. Whatever the truth, the engineering partnership remained focused on the coastal route, blasting three tunnels, bridging a 300-foot ravine (and then replacing the original bridge after it was destroyed by a storm swell), moving the line 10 feet to avoid a landslide and even bolting cantilevered roofs over sections of track to protect trains from falling stones. Not until 1850 did the 500-strong workforce manage to overcome Bray Head. Five years later, the line opened as far as Wicklow, eventually reaching Wexford in 1872. Dargan and Brunel had fulfilled their goal of bringing a railway to the far south, although not for nothing did it earn it the nickname Brunel’s Folly. By the early twentieth century, it was clear that four new tunnels would have to be bored, each pushing the route further away from the waves that were undermining the original foundations. Passengers travelling between Greystones and Dublin today can still see the abandoned tunnel entrances, architectural ghosts of the Victorian age.





 


Newcastle to Berwick


Series 3, Episode 16


Distance: 63 miles


Michael Portillo: ‘To unite the English and the Scottish required a monumental piece of Victorian engineering by Robert Stephenson.’


In the mid-1840s, engineers struggled to keep pace with the frenzy of railway construction as passengers yearned for simple journeys and railway company owners demanded meaningful profit. There was no central strategy that governed the way the railways developed, and as the network crawled across the British map, there was pressure to fill in the gaps. One such example was in the north-east corner of England, where the process of industrialisation was fizzing. Scottish engineers linked Berwick with Edinburgh in 1846. A year later, tracks were laid between Tweedmouth and London – but passengers making the journey between Edinburgh and London had to take to a horse and carriage followed by a ferry to get from one line to the next, as the two were separated by the River Tweed.


The missing piece of the jigsaw would be the Royal Border Bridge, a mighty structure built by Robert Stephenson that not only created a continuous link between the two capital cities, but helped to sweep away centuries of hostility between the two nations. By now, Victorians were so invested in progress that Berwick Castle’s Great Hall – where King Edward I, ‘the hammer of the Scots’, took reluctant oaths of allegiance from Scottish nobility in 1296 – was demolished.


Born in 1803, Stephenson junior lived in lockstep with the railway age for his entire life. He was still a teenager when he began helping his father George orchestrate the Stockton & Darlington line. After that, he was an engineer and advisor, both with his father and in his own right, on numerous railway projects in Britain, as well as helping to export the technology across the globe. He undertook the London & Birmingham Railway, which was authorised in 1833. At 112 miles long, this was a hugely challenging project, especially as the necessary skills were still in their infancy. Today he is best remembered for the many bridges he built for railways, which still dominate various points of the British skyline.


The speed at which projects were demanded by railway-hungry customers, and the stress of getting designs safely in situ from paper plans, was immense. The earliest iron bridge in Britain to carry trains pulled by locomotives was his High Level Bridge in Newcastle, also on the Newcastle & Berwick Railway line, which was completed in 1849 and was the first bridge to carry rail and road traffic, with a toll levied there until 1937.


The Royal Border Bridge was being built at the same time, but this was entirely a stone structure. Stephenson and his colleague Thomas Harrison flipped between the two, distilling the best construction practices for both. Stephenson was particularly diligent at Tweedmouth when it came to the foundations, with piles driven down to bedrock through 12 metres (40 feet) of dense gravel, with a steam-driven pile driver (invented in 1843 by Scots-born James Nasmyth) being put through its paces. Deep coffers, enclosures that are pumped out while work takes place, were sunk to aid construction by a workforce some 2,700 strong. The bridge was built with 227,000 cubic metres (eight million cubic feet) of stone, while the inner faces of the arches needed two and a half million bricks, which were set in cement and then faced with stone. The result was spectacular. Built on a curve, the viaduct has fifteen arches over land, which were completed before the remaining thirteen over water were built. Each span measures 18.6 metres (60 feet), which has the bridge at 658 metres (2,160 feet) in length. At its greatest height above the riverbed, the rails are 37 metres (120 feet) in the air. With foresight, iron bars were embedded into the masonry to break up any ice floes drifting down the river. (In 1881, large ice blocks crashed into pillars that supported the Solway Firth Viaduct, opening up two major gaps.)


The figures above prove ‘the Tweed viaduct’ was a giant undertaking, but there was an impatience about the project that meant a temporary wooden bridge was built to get the railway moving, which was opened to trains in September 1848. By now, railway investor and politician George Hudson had bought up the line so it became the York, Newcastle & Berwick Railway. It’s said Hudson distributed £3,000 worth of bribes to secure the Yorkshire to Newcastle leg of the network, gleefully anticipating a quick profit by planning to operate the first railway line between London and Edinburgh. Alas, he was trumped north of the border by the North British Railway Company, so his ambitious plans were thwarted.


The sense of grandeur introduced by the Royal Border Bridge seemed to be infectious, as there were unusually fine stations on each side of the river. In Berwick, the station grew up from the ruins of Berwick Castle, once a magnificent medieval stronghold, now with a railway platform spanning an area that was once the preserve of kings. Tweedmouth station stood in splendid isolation on the other bank, built with tall chimney stacks, decorated gables and a five-arch portico. Its cost, at more than £8,500, was about four times the average for the era. The Royal Border Bridge was opened by Queen Victoria and Prince Albert on 29 August 1850, on the same day as Newcastle station. The Queen had given her permission for the use of ‘Royal’ in the bridge’s name. Yet the word ‘Border’ is misleading, as the bridge is entirely in England, with the start of Scottish territory still some two-and-a-half miles north of Berwick.


Despite the success of the six-span iron High Line Bridge, stone viaducts remained popular, crossing some of the country’s most spectacular ravines. In 1858, the Hownes Gill Viaduct opened just eighteen months after con-struction started, providing a link in the Stockton & Darlington line to replace the winching system that had been designed by Robert Stephenson in 1834. Its dozen arches, measuring 213 metres (700 feet) in length, were built with 2.5 million firebricks. For designer Thomas Bouch, it was a triumph: one of many achievements he enjoyed in bridge-building, tramway-laying, railway-laying and ferry-loading. However, the mighty Hownes Gill Viaduct was not the only common ground to link Bouch and Stephenson.


Both knew the ignominy of being responsible for a bridge that collapsed with tragic consequences. For Stephenson, it was the bridge that crossed the Dee, built for the Chester to Holyhead line. The accident happened on 24 May 1847, just as work on Stephenson’s Newcastle and Berwick bridges was commencing. Of the twenty-five people on the train, including the driver, fireman and coach, there were five fatalities when the last of three bridge spans gave way as the locomotive was crossing.


While Stephenson was convinced that the train had derailed, investigations pointed to a fracture in a cast-iron girder being the cause of the accident. This is now recognised as metal fatigue, something that was barely understood at the time. The disaster was one of the first investigated by the newly instituted Railway Inspectorate. At the time, a local inquest questioned whether Stephenson was negligent. More compellingly, a jury decided: ‘There are upwards of one hundred bridges similar in principle and form to the late one over the river Dee . . . all are unsafe.’ Still, Stephenson’s reputation proved robust enough to withstand the criticism, and he remained in charge on the bridges at Newcastle and Berwick.


For Bouch, the outcome was far graver. He had been the engineer in charge of the Tay Bridge, opened on 1 June 1878, then the longest railway bridge in the world, across Scotland’s longest river. It was a feat for which he had been knighted. But eighteen months later, the 5.20 p.m. train from Burntisland to Dundee, consisting of four third-class carriages, one second-class and one first-class, was being lashed by a fearful storm as it began to cross the bridge. Observers saw the train lights at first horizontal, and then vertical as the locomotive drove into a chasm. The central girders of the bridge had given way, leading to the worst rail catastrophe of the era. Bouch was woken by a telegram and went to the scene, where he saw the lattice girders of the bridge looking like a broken skeleton, and the river filled with boats, searching for survivors. Finding bodies turned into a week-long operation. There were an estimated seventy-five deaths, but not all the passengers’ bodies were recovered. The stopped silver watch of one victim showed the time as 7.16 p.m.


After the inquiry that followed, which specifically referenced substandard construction and poor maintenance, Bouch was squarely blamed for the disaster. Immediately, he was relieved of responsibility for the Forth Bridge, which he had been commissioned to design, and he died a broken man in 1880. One obituary said of Bouch: ‘In his death, the profession has to lament one who, though perhaps carrying his works nearer to the margin of safety than many others would have done, displayed boldness, originality and resource in a high degree, and bore a distinguished part in the later development of the railway system.’


By comparison, Robert Stephenson’s reputation escaped almost unscathed. But there’s little doubt that the pressure of his work took a toll. Outwardly he was confident, serving as an MP from 1847, and playing an integral part in the organisation of the Great Exhibition in 1851. At the time, he was credited with building one third of Britain’s railways: some 2,000 miles of track.


However, when he was building the Britannia Bridge across the Menai Strait, something of the inner torment of an engineer was revealed. When the Admiralty refused to have the Strait closed for the construction work, Stephenson was compelled to float wrought-iron tubes into place and then have them jacked up to bridge height, an untested procedure. The official painter for the project observed Stephenson as the operation was successfully carried out, noting: ‘As his nerve tension increased with the suspense . . . involuntary tears were seen to be trickling down his face.’


Could the stress that each engineering challenge presented have contributed to Stephenson’s early death, and that of his friend, Isambard Kingdom Brunel? Both died in the autumn of 1859, after suffering years of failing health, Brunel at fifty-three and Stephenson at fifty-six. Joseph Locke, another leading engineer of the age, whose achievements are often eclipsed by those of Stephenson and Brunel, died the following year, aged fifty-five.


View from the train


From a vantage point on the Royal Border Bridge, the landscape is spectacular for miles distant. In the foreground, there is the seventeenth-century Berwick Bridge and the Royal Tweed Bridge, which opened in 1928. Now part of the East Coast Main Line, the configuration of modern railway paraphernalia doesn’t look the same here as it does elsewhere. That’s because the Royal Fine Art Commission was consulted on plans that aimed to reduce the visual impact when the line was electrified in 1989. The first significant maintenance on the bridge, when the land-based arches needed repair, was carried out four years later. In 2010, the bridge was illuminated to mark its 160th anniversary.





 


Oxford to Pershore


Series 3, Episode 11


Distance: 53 miles


Michael Portillo: ‘While the railways affected everywhere, many places were left unspoiled. This is still a land of green pastures.’


It’s been called the last pitched battle between two private armies on British soil. Armed with pickaxes and shovels, rival gangs of navvies clashed after work stalled on what’s now known as the Cotswold Line. In command of one group was a contractor who called in magistrates and constables to defend himself and his men. Heading the other was one of Britain’s most distinguished engineers, Isambard Kingdom Brunel.


With his stovepipe hat and fat cigar, standing against a backdrop of colossal engineering projects of the era, Brunel endures as an emblematic figure of the Victorian age. Although his boundless ambition sometimes trumped his technical expertise, Brunel has nonetheless been dubbed ‘the man who built Britain’. Indeed, he’s still so revered he was named the second most famous Briton of all time in 2002, behind wartime leader Winston Churchill.


But in July 1851, he was a man battling financial pressures and the frustrations of a works schedule that was overdue. He’d been put in charge of building the Oxford, Worcester & Wolverhampton Railway after it was incorporated on 4 August 1845, a project that enjoyed significant input from the Great Western Railway. Given the breadth of his workload, tracts of the project were contracted out, common practice at the time, but something that put distance between the engineer and his scheme. One such contractor was Robert Marchant, who went unpaid after he was deemed to be dragging his heels at Mickleton, a Gloucestershire village lying close to both Warwickshire and Worcestershire.


With each end of the line virtually complete, it was this middle section and its tunnel that was causing investors a headache, and Brunel was told by Great Western Railway to take personal control of the matter.


A report in the Illustrated London News in July 1851 outlines what happened. In short, a group of replacement navvies was marched to the tunnel by an agent representing Brunel, but Marchant refused to give way, despite a scuffle. Indeed, he claimed that he was owed money and that tools on the site were his property. Marchant then called in magistrates and policemen, armed with cutlasses.


The magistrates read ‘the Riot Act’, a piece of law dating from 1714 by which local authorities could compel any group numbering more than a dozen to disperse. For a while peace reigned, but Brunel, while appearing to play along with the magistrates’ requests to withdraw, had in fact sent out a call for re-enforcements to navvies working on other lines under his personal umbrella. Men from nearby Warwick, who’d been building the line from Oxford to Birmingham, began marching to Mickleton Tunnel, their boots tramping through sleepy villages during the night until the army of men poised to move against Marchant numbered about 2,000. With the advantage of this manpower, Brunel was eventually victorious, as Marchant could see he was sorely outnumbered, having only about 150 workers. He withdrew, and both sides agreed to arbitration.


But let there be no mistake. Brunel was exerting his charisma to manipulate the men in his employ and seemed happy to break the law in order to achieve his aim. Later, shareholders were told the tunnel had been reclaimed ‘without absolute violence’, but there’s no doubt there were clashes among the men, who had been relieved of the tedium of track-building and brought together in a uniting cause trumpeted by Brunel. Conversely, one must assume, there were orders issued by Brunel to temper any fighting. While these were rough-hewn men who were expert at wielding hefty tools, there were no deaths – although one man had his little finger bitten off during the ruckus. The tunnel was finally completed in the spring of 1852. The Oxford, Worcester & Wolverhampton line launched with a Latin motto that roughly translated to ‘persevere through difficulties to true things’. Later known as the ‘Old Worse and Worse’, it was amalgamated with two other lines to form West Midland Railway in 1860, before becoming part of Great Western Railway three years later, just one of numerous companies soaked up by the conglomerate.
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