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THE HIGH GIRDERS


The two-mile long bridge across the estuary of the River Tay which was completed in 1878 was hailed as the most splendid of all the many British engineering feats of the nineteenth century. But only for eighteen months. On the night of December 28th 1879, the central spans of the bridge, a thousand yards long and known as the High Girders collapsed in a great storm, carrying with them into the river a six-coach train with seventy-five passengers aboard. John Prebble tells the full story of the bridge’s building, the disaster itself, and the dramatic events that followed.






OVERTURE


“Wait, wait, we’ll see her soon!”





SHORTLY BEFORE seven o’clock in the evening John Watt, a foreman surface worker in the employ of the North British Railway Company, went to share a can of tea with his friend Thomas Barclay.


It was not far from his cottage to the signal cabin, but the path led up the Fifeshire bank of the Tay and he found it hard to climb the wet earth against the pull of a southwesterly gale. This was a stronger wind than any Watt could remember. He felt it beating against his ears, taking the air from his mouth before he could suck it into his lungs. When he reached the shelter of the cabin he heard a restless thrumming along the latticed iron of the new bridge. Heavy clouds were fast-racing down the firth to the German Sea, and in the darkness below them the bridge was a thread of tiny lamps only, looped across the throat of the Tay. Now and then the wind tore a hole in the clouds, and a full moon shone on the black water and the black girders and the black nipple of Dundee Law.


Thomas Barclay’s signal cabin was held in a fork where the single line left the bridge and turned eastward and westward. It was high in the wind and its northern windows faced across the Tay to the city of Dundee over a mile away.


The two men greeted each other and agreed that the weather was bad. The cabin was vibrating uneasily, and John Watt stood with his back to the stove and looked out of the window and said again that the weather was bad.


At eight minutes past seven o’clock the signal bell rang, and John Watt asked if this came from St. Fort. Barclay said that it did, and that the 5.20 from Burntisland had left St. Fort and would soon be at the bridge. He signalled the cabin on the northern bank, and within fifteen seconds his signal was acknowledged by one beat of the bell, and then two, and then a final beat. It was nine minutes past seven and Thomas Barclay recorded these times in his log book.


They felt the push of the gale against the cabin, and because it could be as bad as this in the lee of Wormit Bay where they were, they knew that it must be very bad out in the firth.


At twelve minutes past seven the train came along the westward turn. They saw it first as a flare against the darkness, a string of sparks drawn taut, and then smudges of uncertain light from six carriages. Barclay took a baton from its hole, and he opened the door of the cabin and went down the steps to the boarding.


The train passed him slowly, moving, as the regulations insisted, at no more than three miles an hour. Barclay walked alongside the engine for a few paces, and he saw the glare of the fire on the driver’s white moleskin trousers, the black mark of a grin as the stoker leant out to take the baton. Then Barclay halted and watched the carriages pass, and saw a face here and there looking down at him from the windows. Once it was a child’s face.


He went back to the cabin, glad to be out of the wind. It was thirteen minutes past seven and he signalled to the northern box that the train was on the bridge. The acknowledgment came back promptly—one beat of the bell, and then two, and then a final beat. Thomas Barclay gave the clear signal to Wormit and he recorded the times in his log book.


The tension had passed, and he squatted down before the fire and raked out the dead coals.


From the north window of the cabin John Watt said “There is something wrong with the train.” He said it calmly and without excitement.


John Watt had served the Company for twelve years against the three years and eight months of Barclay’s service. But Barclay was a young man and jealous of his work, and proud that he had been signalman at the south cabin since the opening of the great bridge. He was quick to resent any suggestion that Watt might know more about the bridge than he. He said “Nothing has happened to the train, John.”


Standing by the window of the closed door Watt had watched the train as it gathered speed on the bridge. He saw the retiring sway of its three red tail-lamps, and then, suddenly, he saw a spray of sparks from its wheels that grew and merged into a steady flame pulled eastward by the wind. He watched this curiously for three minutes until there were three distinct flashes and then one great flash. Then there was darkness. He could not see the tail lamps now.


He said “The train’s gone over, Thomas.”


Barclay got up from the fire and came to the window, holding his face against it and frowning.


“Her tail lamps have gone,” said Watt.


Barclay looked across the dark river and at last he said “Of course her tail lamps have gone. She’s gone down the incline to the north side. We’ll see her again soon.”


They waited, and Watt said “I’m afraid something’s happened to her, Thomas.”


“Wait,” said Barclay, “Wait, we’ll see her soon.”


He was impatient with the older man, and he took the scuttle and went down the steps for more coal. When he returned Watt was still watching the river and he said that he had not seen the train again. It was three minutes since he had said that the train had gone over, and Barclay now knew that something must be wrong.


He rang the bell to the north box and there was no acknowledgment. He tried both his speaking instruments and there was no reply.


Watt and Barclay looked at each other and did not know what to do, or how to say what they were thinking. Then, because they felt alone in this box of light and because they could not imagine what had happened outside in the darkness, they opened the door and ran down the steps. They stood on the boarding and the wind tore at them.


Instinctively they began to walk out along the bridge, and they halted after twenty yards for the wind had already forced them to their knees. They were afraid of being blown into the river, so they went back, and ran along the eastward turn and struggled down the bank to the shore of the Tay. They walked up and down, to the east and to the west side of the bridge, shielding their eyes from the wind and staring out across the river, and when they shouted at each other the wind snatched the sentences and broke them into meaningless words.


They saw nothing, until the moon came out, and then they saw.


The centre of the bridge was no longer there. The High Girders, thirteen spans through which the line had passed as through a tunnel, were gone, and the twelve iron columns that had supported them were gone too. One thousand and sixty yards of the great Tay Bridge were gone, and with them an engine, five carriages and a brake van belonging to the North British Railway Company. Gone also were seventy-five men, women, and children.


This happened at approximately twenty minutes past seven on the evening of Sunday, December 28, 1879. It was the night of the Great Storm.






ACT ONE


“To raise their drooping shares”





I


The River and a Man


NEAR THE summit of Ben Lui, on its northern slope and three thousand feet above sea level, there is a great basin, glacier-cut and youthful by a geologist’s calendar. Sheet-ice scooped it out a million years ago, and spread the debris along Strathmore, but the rocks of Ben Lui are more than a thousand million years in age, and are perhaps part of the first crust of this planet. Against this weary timelessness must be set the fifty-eight years lived by Sir Thomas Bouch who first bridged the mouth of the Tay.


For it is in a corrie at the upper end of the basin that the river springs from the earth. From October to June the Tay, which is not yet the Tay but sweet-sounding Fillan Water, comes black and pure and cold from the snow, and a man may bridge it with his instep. One hundred and ten miles later it reaches Dundee, and there Sir Thomas’ bridge was two miles long.


As with all rivers its gestation was slow, its beginning a minor grieving following a great terrestrial agony in which the land heaved and split. For a hundred and fifty million years Strathmore, the great valley, lay beneath the sea until it rose again. Rain fell on the harsh hills for days and weeks and years, and then there came the ice-sheets which, gripping great boulders beneath them, rasped out the Grampians. When the ice had gone the river ran down, building up lakes along the ice terraces and losing them when the land broke under the pressure. Cutting, fingering, pinching the land, laying up alluvial fertility in the valleys, swinging to all points of the compass, it reached at last the wide estuary where, sooner or later, a man would be forced by history, by economics, and by his own pride and ambition to build a bridge.


For the first eleven miles of its course the Tay runs rapidly, dropping two hundred and fifty feet with every mile, and moving more quickly than any river in Britain with the exception of the Spey. But with a tenth of its journey over it loses its impetuosity, runs in and out of the loch that gives it its name, and swings now sweetly and gently into Scottish tradition, drawing to it the water of a thousand lochans.


The river is like a child, losing its beauty and charm as it grows, but redeeming the loss in service to those who love it. The Tay that sings through ice-hewn glens, frothing brown from violet rocks to silvered grass, passing the history that was cut by broadswords at Killiecrankie, Birnam and Dunkeld, meets the green tidal flood at Perth, and widens there to become a great firth, twenty-four nautical miles in length. It loses its vigour as it slides to the sea over a gravel bed, but there it becomes a harbour, and harbours are for men. The river made Dundee the industrial capital of the north. It made the men of Dundee proud and stiff-necked in their independence, until the coming of the railways humbled them, and they were forced to throw a bridge across the Tay or see that independence change to isolation. The firth that had blocked the legions of Agricola and the armoured cavalry of the Normans, became an obstacle to the export of jute, jam and journalists.


A century and a half ago the Tay gave the eastern Highlands their prosperity. Its water is pure and soft, free from dissolved salts, particularly lime, made in the Lower Palaeozoic Age for the bleaching and dyeing industries. There are three or four grains of dissolved salts only to a gallon of Tay water, and this is fine if you are a bleacher or dyer.


On its upper reaches the Tay is for the salmon and the wagtails, the whin-chat, red-breast, reed-warbler and corbie. For the fox, red deer and long-tailed field mouse. Its mouth is for the seal, sand-piper and black-backed gull. Pearl-mussels once grew in the gravel of the estuary, offering stones that were white or deep brown, and sometimes beautifully irridescent. The kings of Scotland added such stones to their daughters’ dowries when they married the girls to Scandinavian princes. The mussel-dredgers knew the bed of the Tay as a farmer knows his fields, and this knowledge was of value to them, even when the pearl-mussels began to disappear. They knew just where the swing of the river or the swirl of the tide would take a drowned man. Of the seventy-five men, women and children who went down into the Tay with the bridge and the 5.20 from Burntisland, many were later recovered by the hooks of the mussel-men. For this service the North British Railway Company offered £5 a body.


In the thousands of years that men lived along the lower valley of the Tay, once they had crawled north behind the retreating ice, they knew the bitter anger of the weather in the firth. The winds that blew from the west and the south-west were funnelled between narrow hills that urged the gales on to speeds of seventy and eighty and ninety miles an hour. The Tay joined in this great tumult, leaping and heaving like an ocean. Once men had built the city of Dundee these western gales ripped tiles and chimney-cairns from the roofs, picked stones from hillside walls, broke windows, sank ferry-boats. In the great gale of 1859 the lanterns of the navigation lights at Tayport vibrated so terribly that the nails and the bolts and the light-house keeper’s reason were all unseated.


So it is odd that Sir Thomas Bouch paid little attention to wind pressure when he designed his bridge.


Of him we know less than we know of the river. There is scarcely a feature of the Tay that was not patiently recorded in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by those clerks in holy orders who relieved the boredom of office by becoming amateur topographists, geologists, archaeologists.


For example: speeding past Perth at 3.09 miles an hour the Tay discharges a mean of 207,000 cubic feet of water a minute. Its temperature in December will be 35.9°, in August it will be 55.5°. The tide can raise its level over 19 feet, and the current of flood-tide at Dundee is so strong that the level of the river on the north bank is two to three inches higher than on the south bank. The bed of the firth, geologically speaking, is Old Red Sandstone, Upper Palaeozoic Era, with an age of fifty million years or so, and betraying it here and there by the fragile imprint of a prehistoric sea-lily, a hundred feet below the water and the gravel. The stone floor is covered by a deep blanket of mud and sand and stones, much deeper than Thomas Bouch believed when his first borings were made. What Mr Wylie, who performed this service, told him was bedrock was in fact an obstinate belt of gravel.


Against such a clear knowledge of the river that vanquished him the reflection which Thomas Bouch throws on history is almost in silhouette only. There should be no particular regret at this, for in view of the final tragedy of his life it would be uncharitable to stare at him naked. Half-light and halfknowledge are compassionate at our distance. Yet, it is as if he had offended the pride of nineteenth century British engineering by proving that it was not infallible, and that because of this there has been a deliberate conspiracy to erase his memory.


If this were so, and it is not, it would be unjust. British engineers of the last century not only seemed capable of appalling mistakes, but were remarkably diffident about them. When a bridge built by Brunei collapsed he is said to have remarked “I am very glad, I was just going to build a dozen like it.” When a sea-wall, that had cost £10,000, was washed away by a storm at Sunderland docks, the engineer said “Very good, very good indeed! It will help to consolidate the works.” And a British engineer in India, who narrowly escaped accompanying his 25-span bridge when the waters of the Nerbudda carried it away, observed that the disaster was “a grand illustration of the destructive power of the elements.”


If Thomas Bouch did not take his failure as lightly as this it was because he was a lonely, single-purposed man with very little in his life but the building of bridges. He began with little viaducts that are still as graceful as they are serviceable, and he ended with a slender iron ribbon that was the longest bridge in the world. Most seemingly impossible schemes appear ridiculously possible once executed. The sad oddity of Thomas Bouch’s bridge was that it looked impossible even when built.


But Bouch believed he had been born for something like this bridge. Ambitious men, whose work is creative, believe that they have been placed in the world to do something that had never been done before, and for twenty years Bouch had no doubt that his bridge across the Tay was inevitable, as, perhaps the knighthood that conventionally rewarded him was inevitable too. The bridge fell down. If he could not give his knighthood back to Queen Victoria he could at least return his life to his Maker, which is more or less what he did.


Architects and engineers are among the most fortunate of men, since they build their own monuments with public consent, public approval, and often public money. Most of these monuments endure so long as men have need of them or respect for them. Thomas Bouch’s self-constructed monument consists of a row of water-worn stumps jutting green at low tide along the east side of the present Tay Bridge. At that, few other men can have so dramatic a memorial.


His origin was little different from others of his generation who found position and power in the new age of iron and steam. His parentage was conventionally humble, with squirearchy in its lineage. Bouch was, and is, a Cumberland name, and it once bore arms—or, on a cross sable five escallop shells apart. The shells proved that somewhere in the past there had been a Bouch who went on a pilgrimage and wished everybody to know it.


Thomas Bouch’s father was a retired sea-captain whose third son, the bridge-builder, was born in the village of Thursby, Cumberland, in 1822. He seems to have been an idle lad with talents that remained unawakened until one day the village schoolmaster began to explain how men had contrived to make water run uphill. Thomas Bouch at once took to reading books on Mechanics, or so his obituaries claimed.


Certainly, at the age of seventeen, he was apprenticed to a Carlisle engineer who was building the Lancaster and Carlisle railway. It was not entirely fortuitous that Bouch’s introduction to engineering should be concerned with railways. There was hardly an engineer in the country who was not, in one form or another, flushed by the great fever. The growth of aviation in this century has not been more exciting or rapid than the expansion of the railways between 1830 and 1850. In those twenty years the social and economic body of Britain was transformed by the growth of a new nerve system. For the first time since the Romans, men demanded that the shortest distance between two points be a straight line, an iron line that went through hills and over rivers, that threw up embankments and straddled streets with arching brickwork. In one decade the civil engineer became the tribal shaman of a new religion that spoke its creed in terms of stress and strain. Any novitiate in an engineering office could promise himself riches and power before he was thirty.


A month before his twenty-seventh birthday Thomas Bouch, such a novitiate, became the manager and engineer of the Edinburgh and Northern Railway. Within a week he had seen the wide estuaries of the Tay and the Forth and declared his conviction that they could and should be bridged. It was, of course, laughable, so the stockholders laughed.


But if they would not let him build his bridges they allowed him to play with the idea of train ferries across the firths. It was not entirely his own idea, as nothing he ever did was entirely his own idea. He admitted that he had heard two other engineers discussing the possibility. One of these was Thomas Grainger, onetime engineer to the Edinburgh, Perth and Dundee Railway, who had in fact drawn designs for a floating caisson that would ferry wagons across the Tay between Broughty and Port-on-Craig.


With the imaginative recklessness that was always hidden behind an emotionless face, Bouch designed and executed a floating railway whereby goods wagons could be run on to steam ferries from a flying bridge. Its details are unimportant here; what is important is that the success of his train-ferries established him as a most important man in the railway industry. He began to grow a beard, the flowing panache of the Victorian arrivé. The stockholders in his company, realising that they might now compete with more important rivals, could not do enough for the young man (short of letting him build those bridges). They made so much of him, in fact, that he found it more profitable still to retire from their service and set himself up in his own engineering office.


Not everyone was full of admiration for the Cumberland lad. It was suggested that the Tay ferries were only an imitation of Robert Stephenson’s steam ferry over the Nile. It was suggested still further that Thomas Bouch’s talent owed more to rule of thumb than scientific knowledge. Such criticisms, which come inevitably to a rising man, acted on Bouch’s nature as the gentlest touch does on a sea-anemone. It contracted. He developed a morbid dislike of publicity, and a profound distrust for the Press. He sensed irony, or at least hypocrisy, behind the compliments paid him, and when asked to reply at a dinner in his honour he stood uncertainly to his feet, fastened his distant-searching eyes on the ceiling, murmured “Gentlemen, I thank you,” and sat down again.


Yet he was honest with himself, and if his critics had not been so anxious to say it first he would have freely admitted his indebtedness to others. To Robert Stephenson, who altered Bouch’s design for the Hownes Gill viaduct, thus increasing its stability. To Robert Bow, who deserves much credit for the Beelah Viaduct that was erected under Bouch’s name.


But he was a busy man, and nothing was too small for him to design, and nothing too large, whether it was a culvert crossing for the little five-mile Leslie Railway, or the Redheugh Bridge with its four spans, two of 260 feet and two of 240 feet.


Behind all his busy work with bricks and iron, his mind was still thinking of a bridge across the Tay, and thinking further of another across the Forth that could have spans 1,600 feet in length, strung a hundred feet above the river. When he designed the Tees bridge, with its stone piers and lattice girders, he was already experimenting, for when it was completed it closely resembled his later designs for the south sections of the Tay Bridge. With some justice he claimed the credit for the use of malleable iron lattice girders. They made, he said, a structure “offering less resistance to the wind.” That was an odd phrase, as if his ear had caught some halfunderstood warning of the terrible winds that could blow down the Tay in the winter months.


A member of the Institution of Civil Engineers, his knowledge of mathematics seems to have been little better than that now needed to drag a child through the Higher Schools Certificate. He knew this, although he would permit no one to say that they knew it too. But he knew, and for all his pride he was not above taking advice from someone else. This someone was, inevitably, Robert Stephenson, who had become the Oracle of Engineering as a result of his tubular bridge over the Menai Strait.


“As a rule,” said Bouch many years later, when the public had his dying body in the witness box at Westminster Hall, and was relentlessly pricking a spirit already bruised by the fall of his wonderful bridge, “I have almost always taken the depth of a girder an eighth of the span, and I was very much led into doing that from a conversation with Mr Robert Stephenson.”


“It facilitated the calculations,” he said.


It came as a surprise to the public to discover that these calculations were not the work of Sir Thomas Bouch but of an engineer in his employ called Allan Stewart. Mr Stewart had taken his degree at Cambridge.


It would be uncharitable to see Bouch merely as a man who designed a bridge that cost over £300,000 and ninety-five lives, twenty in the building of it and seventy-five in its fall. If his profession to-day speaks of him as a man whose ability was largely a skill in “putting a bit on here and taking a bit off there,” he is entitled to be remembered as the man who made Fifeshire a railway highway, who designed nearly three hundred miles of railway in Scotland and the north of England, who built more bridges than any other man in his age. And if it be remarked that a bridge he built over the Esk at Montrose also fell down, then this was a small affair, a routine commission and not the realisation of a dream. In any case, there was no train crossing the Esk at the time.


But seventy-six years have buried the man under statistics of bridges and brickwork, of pressure per square foot and weight per square yard. He is a tragic shadow behind barometrical measurements and anemometer readings. Whatever we could learn about his final agony will always be obscured by the number of elastic-sided boots that the mussel-dredgers hooked from the Tay after the disaster.


The oblivion that now hides him should also protect him, but does not. The journal of his profession, sixty years after his death, could still show that sense of betrayal all engineers felt at the fall of the Tay Bridge. He was, the words read, “a recklessly ambitious engineer, possessing an incomplete knowledge of the forces with which he had to deal.”


The human being he was, the staunch Liberal and devout Episcopalian, exists in a few lukewarm pictures only. Of a medium-built, upright man baring his head in prayer on the day his bridge is begun. Standing in the wind at Wormit, holding his hat with one hand, his son’s shoulder with the other. His eyes search the little crowd closely, as if he suspects that the hated Press has disguised itself as a workman and is present against his wishes.


The picture of an older man, with the fat of success and middle-age beneath his broadcloth now, riding to Windsor in the company of Henry Bessemer to receive his knighthood, and saying nothing of interest on the journey out and nothing of interest on the journey back.


The picture of a man so obviously dying that the public gallery sighs sharply as he enters to give evidence before an official enquiry into the disaster. It is only an enquiry, but because of those seventy-five dead he is as much on trial as Warren Hastings and Charles I who have stood in this hall before him. He faces examination with an iron, ungiving patience that breaks once only into the defensive cry “I am explaining . . .!”


When he died the nation wrote his obituary briefly, with an air of being glad to get something from its conscience. His widow lived quietly on the income from his capital and took to drink for reasons of her own. She then married a sea-captain.





II


“This proposed rainbow bridge”


THERE WAS an old man who lived along the Carse of Gowrie, below the southward-falling braes of the Sidlaws. He had been born in the eighteenth century and he was gifted with an irascible foresight on all matters concerning his own affairs and those of others. This gift, which may have been the natal present of a Highland mother, was extraordinarily active. In Dundee he was known as “The Seer of Gourdie,” and he was laughed at whenever he communicated his prescience to the Press. The laughter merely moved him to greater clairvoyance.


He grew fine apples in his orchards at Gourdiehill, and he wrote brassy trumpet warnings to all and any who believed it possible to throw a bridge across the Firth of Tay.


The letters are all that is left of him now, so one may paint a picture of him that fits them, and possibly there is nobody to question its accuracy. Maybe he was a tall man and thin, yes, he must have been a tall man and thin, with a complexion as brown and wrinkled as one of his fallen apples, and a mane of white hair framing his querulous nose and mocking eyes. He was old, and must have worn a Highland plaid, that would have been of his mother’s tartan, as he sat in his study to write his angry letters. Throughout the quarrels and arguments that preceded the building of the bridge he played a Greek chorus of irony and ridicule and bucolic amusement. His scorn punctuated the irritable squabble between the North British Railway and the Caledonian Railway. And the most disturbing thing about his major prophecy is that it came true.


In 1849 young Thomas Bouch came up to Scotland to be the traffic manager and engineer to the Edinburgh and Northern Railway, which subsequently became the Edinburgh, Perth and Dundee, and was ultimately absorbed by the North British. The broad estuaries of the Tay and the Forth, water barriers across the approach to the north-east by road or rail, acted on Bouch’s imagination with promptness. If pressed he could no doubt have used arguments that stressed the economic value of breaking down these barriers, in fact he did use such arguments when he first suggested to the Scottish North Eastern Railway that it build a bridge across the Tay at Dundee. But the simple reason for his enthusiasm was that he was a dreamer, and the most determined type of dreamer who must build what he dreams. Perhaps in the darkness at night he already believed it built, and could have put out his hand from the sheets and touched its cold iron and masonry. All creative work has its greatest reality while it is still in a man’s mind, before he begins to execute it.


By 1854 the North British, in its ambition to embrace all Scotland within its steel arms, had taken over the Edinburgh, Perth and Dundee, and Bouch took his plan to his new directors. He was told that it was “the most insane idea that could ever be propounded.” It was no less insane now than it had been a decade or so before when another nameless engineer had made the same suggestion. In this, as in so many things, Bouch had not produced an original idea. This director and that smiled tolerantly as Bouch left their offices, and they probably thought that they had heard the last of the matter.


When word of the idea reached Gourdiehill, Patrick Matthew reached for his pen. An earthquake, he thought, would surely bring down the bridge. He had frequently felt earth tremors while walking in his orchards. In his mind he could see the river-bed heaving angrily to rid itself of this impertinent burden. Or, he believed . . .


“. . . some vessel, drifting at anchor in a gale, or from the carelessness of a drunken crew, will run foul of and carry away the bridge.”


The citizens of Perth had no such visions of disaster. They were afraid that the bridge would be a success. The Tay was their highway to the world. For centuries ships of all countries had anchored off Perth, and if this custom was now dying quickly it only increased Perth’s desire to preserve it. To have its sea-traffic blocked by a bridge was, in the opinion of Perth, an unsubtle attempt at murder that could be expected of the money-grubbers of Dundee.


The Caledonian Railway, the Scottish North Eastern and the Scottish Central who, between them, drained all traffic from the north-east Highlands to the south, were resolutely opposed to anything that would bring the North British across the Tay into their country.


In fact, all arguments for and against the building of the bridge in the twenty years that preceded its erection, can be viewed only in the perspective of the long struggle between the Caledonian and the North British. They fought for the domination of Scotland. It was a ruthless, worthless and sometimes comic war.


Both companies had been born in the mid-forties, distant spawn from the fertile genius of that rogue speculator George Hudson who, whatever else might be said of him, at least had a vision of a great central railway system instead of a cloud of gadflies trying to run their railways like stage-coach lines.


When the two companies settled down to fight, the Caledonian was swinging up from the Border to Glasgow. The North British curved up the east of the Lowlands to Edinburgh. They held Scotland between finger and thumb, pinching out the smaller lines, and the only fault in this analogy is that the thumb and finger were not members of the one hand.


When the North British acquired the Edinburgh, Perth and Dundee it was already reaching for the north-eastern Highlands. And there it was blocked, for the Caledonian, in one of the most brutal struggles in railway history, had swallowed many of the little lines and now sat smugly across the path of the North British.


If, in those days, railways fought like children they at least had a child’s honesty of definition. They did not disguise their struggle with the fine words by which industry now cloaks its amoral greeds. A war was a war, and was described as such. Thus, in 1854, the directors of the Caledonian Railway addressed a letter to their shareholders, and instructed that it be published in the Press.


“With the utmost reluctance we have been driven to begin active hostilities against your late ally, the Edinburgh and Glasgow Railway. All attempts on our part to bring about an agreement for an equitable division of traffic common to the two lines are resolutely opposed . . . [The Edinburgh and Glasgow] has commenced a series of aggressions. We shall discontinue hostilities when our opponents treat us with fairness.”


The struggle went on for years, and was ended only when the North British took over the Edinburgh and Glasgow and fought its battle for it. In any case the little line could not have hoped for victory. It appears to have been a pious, God-fearing railway, if such a thing is possible. It ran no trains on Sundays and closed all its stations, thus loyally contributing to that air of melancholy inaction that hangs over Scotland on the seventh day. Whatever approval this may have won it was adroitly overturned by the Caledonian which accused it of deliberately preventing people from visiting the country on their one day of leisure, of forcing them to stay indoors, and “thus compelling a large consumption of whisky on the Sabbath.”


Through the ’fifties the North British watched the growth of the Caledonian with much uneasiness. Once the Caledonian’s influence reached the cities of Perth, Dundee and Aberdeen, and it began to live off the land north of them, the North British knew that its chance of reaching across the Tay and sharing the plunder was hopeless. The holders of Ordinary stock in the company were impatient men, and this is understandable in view of the fact that they often went without a dividend. They were Englishmen for the most part, and were beginning to wonder who it was that had advised them to invest in railways. They were suspicious of a board composed of Scotsmen, since this was before the days when men accepted, without argument, the proposition that a Scotsman was a better business man than an Englishman. North British shareholders regarded their directors as improvident money-wasters.


Consequently, when Thomas Bouch first deposited his plans for a bridge across the Tay, the directors of the North British may have thought it excellent, but were halted by the realisation that they had not got the £200,000 to pay for it.


The argument for the bridge was indisputable. To travel from Edinburgh to Dundee was an experience which, once attempted, was not repeated if the passenger could think of an alternative. Between him and his destination lay two wide estuaries to be crossed by ferry, and in winter this part of the journey needed a strong stomach and a lethargic imagination.


With that malignant sadism, of which only the compilers of railway time-tables seem capable, the best train of the day left Waverley Station, Edinburgh, at 6.25 a.m. The whole journey was no more than forty-six miles, but it took three hours and twelve minutes to complete it, or more if there were storms on the Tay or the Forth.


If the travellers had not eaten before leaving home they stood in shivering groups in the buffet room at Waverley, where certain standards had already been established, for the coffee, according to William Morris, was “ineffably bad.” The train, ill-heated and trailing two fish trucks, then took them to Granton on the Forth where they boarded a ferry. These were graceful boats, low in the hull with beating paddles on either side, raking masts, and high, slender smoke-stacks. From the shore they appeared to be resting lightly on the water like dragon-flies, but aboard them, in a half-gale, the passengers leant sickly against the bulkheads with their ears full of the remorseless splash of the paddles, and their nostrils full of the stench of fish.


At Burntisland a train took them the thirty-six miles northward to Tayport on the south shore of the Tay estuary. There another boat took them across to Broughty Ferry, where a third train took them into Dundee, and very happy they all were to be done with the whole wretched business.


Thus it did not require a dreamer like Thomas Bouch to see that a fast express, running uninterrupted from Edinburgh to Dundee, crossing the Forth and the Tay by bridge, was infinitely preferable to the agony of the ferry system.


But the building of bridges costs money, and whenever the directors of the North British thought about money they thought of their English shareholders and the problem of an Ordinary dividend. Many of these shareholders also held Caledonian stock, and were not above pointing out at the half-yearly meetings that whereas they received some return from their Caledonian holdings they could not always say the same for their North British.


Now and then a far-sighted shareholder, who perhaps realised that the only chance of enjoying his North British stock would come from such an ambitious scheme as the bridges, wrote to the Press and said so. Then the Seer of Gourdie turned from the contemplation of his apple trees. A bridge? Iron and brick to be set up against God’s will?


“The tremendous impetus of the icy blast must wrench off the girders as if they were a spider’s web, or hurl the whole erection before it.”


By an odd coincidence this sort of thing seemed to occur in winter, when the wind was doing its best to demonstrate what Patrick Matthew meant.


The Caledonian’s opposition to the bridge was based on a firm belief in its possibility. Once built, such a bridge would make the North British master of eastern Scotland. The Caledonian’s strategy was therefore designed to weaken the North British in a war of attrition, to force it year by year to postpone a decision.
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