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INTRODUCTION


The introduction of so powerful an agent as steam to a carriage on wheels will make a great change in the situation of man.


THOMAS JEFFERSON, 1802


This book is an update of the 2015 publication Trains: A Miscellany. It takes account of exciting new developments and achievements, including London’s new Elizabeth line, the return of the Flying Scotsman to the tracks of Britain and parliamentary approval for HS2, the railway that will provide superfast links from London to Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds. Further afield, China has been building the ‘Steel Silk Road’, a twenty-first-century version of the ancient Silk Road, but on rails. This burgeoning freight network now includes a through service along 7,500 miles of track from Yiwu (near Shanghai) to London.


It is a remarkable fact that some of the most recent developments in the world of rail have centred around the steam train. Not only has the legendary Flying Scotsman returned to service, it has been joined by Tornado, the first brand new steam locomotive to be built in Britain since 1960. For those of us who’re old enough, the heritage trips that such trains provide offer a return to the sights and sounds of our childhood (which, come to think of it, I don’t ever remember asking to leave behind in the first place).


Whatever age we are, though, and whatever the trains of our particular age looked like, we all remember the excitement of first seeing trains as children. Many of us were lucky enough to have train sets of our own, whether the wooden ones that have to be pushed around the track or the more sophisticated ones that seemingly travel on metal rails of their own accord, sounding and looking for all the world like the real thing. Trains also crop up frequently in our children’s books and TV programmes. Not knowing as a child who Thomas the Tank Engine is compares with not knowing that ice cream exists as a foodstuff. Sooner or later we experience the exhilaration of getting on an actual train, chattering excitedly about everything that can be seen from the window. (‘Look, a sheep!’)


But then something even more amazing happens. In the years that follow, we discover that the joy and excitement of travelling by train doesn’t disappear after we have tired of squealing at the sight of a sheep, cow or tractor. We discover the possibilities of rail travel and the destinations on offer to us. Other towns and cities in our own country suddenly don’t seem nearly so far away, and nothing can be more foreign than the first train journey we experience in a different country altogether. The shapes and colours of the trains are different abroad, and the sights, sounds and smells of the journey are ones we have never before experienced. ‘This is the life,’ we think. And it is.


In my early twenties, I ‘did Europe’ on a Eurorail pass with a friend. We had planned to take in as many countries as possible in a month but loitered too long on the French Riviera before travelling the length of Italy. We managed only two countries (or four if you include the principalities of Monaco and San Marino), but we absorbed them in a way that would not be possible travelling by any other means. The combination of carefree journey and anticipated destination offered by rail travel has always been hard to beat.


I have been lucky enough since then to travel further afield by rail, including a journey on the overnight sleeper from Jaisalmer in Rajasthan’s Thar Desert to New Delhi (when Indian families without two rupees to rub together insisted on sharing their home-cooked pakoras and bhajis); a tiffin lunch on the heritage British-built North Borneo Railway (on which pith-helmeted waiters only ever stopped smiling for the more serious business of having their photographs taken); and a trip from Adelaide to Melbourne on Australia’s Great Southern Rail. In Mumbai, I jumped onto local trains for a couple of stops just to experience the colourful sea of saris and happy, smiling faces that could not have contrasted more with those of glum, grey commuters into London if they tried.


I have dipped into the past on a number of other heritage railways, such as the vintage diesel Conway Scenic Railroad in New Hampshire, the Strathspey Steam Railway in the Scottish Highlands and the Golden Arrow Pullman experience of the Bluebell Railway in Sussex. I have ridden the bang-up-to-date present on the Skytrains of Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur, and I have travelled on the Jungfrau Railway through the Eiger mountain in Switzerland to arrive up in the sky itself. The fact is, you have to travel to some pretty remote places to be far from an opportunity to jump on your next train.


Whether you yearn for the romantic age of the steam engine, thrill at the speeds reached by today’s superfast trains, dream of travelling on the world’s great long-distance rail journeys, or long to take the narrow-gauge ‘Toy Train’ up to the tea plantations of Darjeeling, this book offers you a whistle-stop tour of all that is fun and interesting about the intriguing story and ongoing excitement of train travel.


So hop on board, sit back and enjoy the ride to discover how heptathlete Jessica Ennis-Hill and swimmer Ellie Simmonds helped build the new Elizabeth line through London, why Manchester United might not exist as a football team had it not been for the advent of the railway, and why ‘Soapy’ Smith had to be shot dead to allow the White Pass and Yukon Railroad to be built.









TRACKING THE HISTORY OF THE RAILWAY


The time will come when people will travel in stages by steam engines, from one city to another, almost as fast as birds fly, at 15 or 20 miles an hour.


OLIVER EVANS, 1812


While the genius of British inventors and engineers may have kick-started the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth century, their American counterparts were not exactly slouching around either. Oliver Evans was one such genius on the other side of ‘the pond’, and he was spot on when he prophesied that steam-powered engines would one day travel as fast as 20 miles per hour, though he understandably failed to foresee the further advances that would allow people to travel on trains at over 250 miles per hour in the twenty-first century. This chapter looks at the history of the pioneers and events that have brought us to a time when we can gallop across whole countries on trains that levitate at bewildering speed over electromagnetic tracks.


Oliver Evans would have been surprised to see us doing so without so much as holding on to our hats.


PRE-LOCOMOTIVE TIMES


There are records dating back to around 600 BC of wheeled vehicles being pulled by humans and/or animals along rudimentary rails for the purpose of transporting goods or even to haul large boats across land from one body of water to another. It would take another 2,400 years for mankind to figure out how to harness steam to generate locomotion, but in the meantime they devised other methods of transportation, most notably the horse and carriage combination on land and networks of canals to cut through the land altogether.


As industry experimented with and improved upon the rail systems they used to haul goods by hand or horse in the eighteenth century, iron rails replaced wooden ones, and flanges (either on the rails or on the carriage wheels) were introduced to prevent carriages from slipping off their tracks.


By 1775, however, Scottish inventor James Watt had created a steam-powered mechanical engine that could turn a wheel, and the writing was on the wall for horses and barges alike.


By the turn of the nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution was in full flow and there was a pressing demand for a better and faster way to move manufactured goods around. Britain was soon leading the way with a solution – the railway.


There followed a mad rush to make fortunes from the ‘rapid’ transportation of people and freight. Locomotive design improved exponentially through the trial and error of different components and wheel arrangements, and tracks were soon being laid like mad around Britain and beyond.


EARLY LOCOMOTIVES


The world’s first self-powered railway journey took place after Cornishman Richard Trevithick built the first steam locomotive and used it to haul carriages at Penydarren iron works in Wales at 5 miles per hour in 1804. It proved too heavy to be of practical use, but more successful locomotives soon followed. 


Salamanca


In 1812, Englishman Matthew Murray built the steam locomotive Salamanca and ran it successfully to haul coal along the narrow-gauge, rack-and-pinion Middleton Railway in West Yorkshire. A large cog wheel on the side of the locomotive engaged the single rack running alongside the two rails and the locomotive was the first to have two cylinders. The railway had been built in 1758 for horse-drawn carriages and is the world’s oldest operational heritage railway today.


The locomotive was named to commemorate the Duke of Wellington’s victory over the French at the Battle of Salamanca earlier in 1812 and gained yet more fame when it became the first steam locomotive to appear in a painting, which was an 1814 watercolour by George Walker, called The Collier.


Puffing Billy


Built by William Hedley in 1813, Puffing Billy was the first adhesion steam locomotive, which is to say that it relied on the friction between its steel wheels and the steel rails they ran along. It replaced horses to haul coal wagons to the docks in Northumberland and proved so reliable that it continued in use for a staggering 50 years. The oldest locomotive still in existence, it remains a magnificent sight at the Science Museum in London. Its sister locomotive, Wylam Dilly, is the second oldest locomotive in existence and is on display at the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh. Although Puffing Billy’s top speed of 5 miles per hour seems slow to us today, it wasn’t then, and it is thought to have inspired the much-used phrase ‘running like Billy-o’.


Locomotion No. 1


Engineered by Englishman George Stephenson and his son Robert, Locomotion No. 1 was built to transport coal on the Stockton and Darlington Railway in 1825. It used high-pressure steam from a centre-flue boiler and was the first locomotive to use coupling rods to join its (four) driving wheels together.


On its inaugural journey to Stockton, it pulled around 500 passengers, making it the world’s first locomotive to transport passengers on a public railway. Most of the passengers travelled in empty coal wagons temporarily fitted with seating; others perched on top of wagons that were full of coal. Tens of thousands of people turned out to see the opening of the railway that day, and the locomotive was driven by George Stephenson himself. When the train arrived in Stockton, a band travelling in two of the empty wagons played ‘God Save the King’ (the king in question being George IV), coal from the wagons was distributed to the poor and the VIPs on board were treated to a banquet in the town hall. Locomotion No. 1 remains preserved at the Head of Steam railway museum in Darlington.


Rocket


Robert Stephenson’s Rocket, which had evolved from Locomotion No. 1, won the locomotive trials that were held at Rainhill near Liverpool in 1829 to find the locomotive best suited to operate on the under-construction Liverpool to Manchester Railway. The victorious Rocket, which travelled at the hitherto unimaginable speed of 28 miles per hour, became the template for most steam engines for the next 150 years. (See the Famous Trains chapter for more information about this renowned locomotive.)




AN INAUSPICIOUS START


At the gala opening of the Liverpool to Manchester Railway in 1830, William Huskisson, the Member of Parliament for Liverpool, stepped down from his train to go and speak to the then prime minister, the Duke of Wellington, only to fall onto the adjacent track just in time to be run over by Robert Stephenson’s Rocket. He bled to death from his injuries.





Crampton locomotives


The Crampton locomotives that started to appear in 1846 were built with low-slung boilers to the front and huge driving wheels at the back, achieved by the revolutionary idea of placing the single driving axle behind the firebox. Based on the design of English engineer Thomas Crampton, the low centre of gravity of the locomotives allowed them to travel safely on standard-gauge (as opposed to broad-gauge) tracks and they became capable of speeds up to 75 miles per hour. One of the largest Cramptons ever built, the Liverpool, went on show at the Great Exhibition of 1851 and helped win the long-running argument between those who favoured standard-gauge and those who supported broad-gauge railways in Britain, more of which later.


Midland Railway ‘Spinners’


The 115 Class, designed by Samuel W. Johnson for Midland Railway passenger services in the 1890s, introduced a more streamlined appearance for locomotives and got their ‘Spinners’ nickname from the appearance of their two large driving wheels. They looked sleek and elegant in their maroon casings, and for the first time largely hid a locomotive’s mechanical workings and underpinnings from passengers. The streamlining also enabled speeds of up to 90 miles per hour.


Having been put into storage during World War One, they were brought back into service to haul coal after the war. The last one was finally withdrawn in 1928 and remains on view today at the National Railway Museum in York.


THE FIRST RAILWAYS


The early history of the railways wasn’t just about locomotives, of course. It was every bit as much about laying the tracks for them to run along, which presented fresh challenges to the engineering geniuses of the day, men like George Stephenson and Isambard Kingdom Brunel.


The first regular passenger service in Britain was Stephenson’s Liverpool to Manchester Railway in 1830, and long-distance routes soon followed, including London to Birmingham in 1838 and London to Southampton in 1840. By 1841, Brunel’s Great Western Railway from London to Bristol had become one of the engineering wonders of the world. In 1851, many of the six million visitors to the Great Exhibition arrived in London by train.


By the 1850s, it was possible to travel direct from London to Scotland and when this became affordable for the masses it led to the ‘Race to the North’ in 1888, when rival train companies literally raced each other from London to Edinburgh, one speeding up the West Coast Main Line from Euston via Crewe and Carlisle while the other rattled up the East Coast Main Line from King’s Cross via York and Newcastle. By 1890, the line was opened all the way to Aberdeen following construction of the Tay and Forth railway bridges.




GREAT RAILWAY ACHIEVEMENTS


Forth Bridge


When the iconic Forth Bridge opened in 1890, it was the longest railway bridge in the world (at 1.5 miles). It was also Britain’s first all-steel bridge, but it has always had the appearance of iron, owing to the red oxide paint used to protect it from the Scottish weather. The amount of maintenance required ever since has led to the colloquial expression ‘painting the Forth Bridge’ as a way of describing a never-ending task.







TAY BRIDGE COLLAPSE


The first railway bridge built over the Tay in 1878 lasted just 19 months before collapsing during a force-10 gale in late December 1879. A train with six carriages carrying 75 passengers and crew was crossing at the time and plunged into the freezing waters below, with no survivors. It was replaced by the second Tay Bridge in 1887, but you can still see the stumps of the original structure poking out of the water below.





Man versus geography


Laying tracks across flat, solid terrain is one thing. Laying tracks across hills, mountains, valleys, rivers and marshland is quite another. Such natural obstacles had to be conquered by means of bridges, viaducts, embankments and tunnels, and it is one of the great legacies of Victorian engineering that most of the solutions devised by those railway pioneers remain intact and fully functioning today. Let’s have a closer look at the two greatest pioneers of all.


George Stephenson (1781–1848)


In many ways, George Stephenson was the J. M. W. Turner of the engineering world. As contemporary geniuses born on the wrong side of the tracks, they each had to overcome the ridicule of their respective establishments to make their way in life. Turner fought the art establishment and won. Stephenson, an illiterate self-educated maverick from Newcastle upon Tyne, was initially laughed out of the House of Commons after trying to persuade Members about the merits of his hare-brained railway schemes. After he started to conquer valleys and rivers and peat bogs with his engineering prowess, however, they stopped laughing and started investing.


Stephenson is today heralded as the ‘Father of the Railways’. His achievements, as we have seen, included the first steam locomotive service to carry passengers and the world’s first intercity railway service, the Liverpool to Manchester Railway. A series of difficult cuttings, embankments and viaducts were required to complete the line from Liverpool to Manchester, but his greatest challenge was how to cross the peat bog of Chat Moss at Salford, which he overcame by effectively floating the line over a foundation of heather, branches and stones.


Stephenson appeared on the reverse of the Bank of England £5 note from 1990 until 2003, alongside an engraving of Rocket, which he helped his son Robert to design and build. Perhaps his greatest claim to fame, though, is that he is widely believed to have inspired the Geordie nickname given to all natives of Tyneside to this day, because he was known locally as ‘Geordie the engine-wright’ and he invented the ‘Geordie lamp’, a miner’s lamp that he produced around the same time as Humphry Davy invented the Davy lamp used elsewhere in the country.


Isambard Kingdom Brunel (1806–1859)


Brunel was appointed chief engineer of the Great Western Railway (GWR) in 1833, at the age of just 27. Within eight years the line from London to Bristol had incorporated numerous engineering firsts, including the Maidenhead Railway Bridge (the flattest and widest brick-arch bridge in the world at that time) and the 2-mile-long Box Tunnel between Bath and Chippenham.


His non-railway achievements were no less impressive, and included the SS Great Western paddle-wheel steamship, so called because Brunel envisaged effectively extending the Great Western Railway to New York by allowing passengers to buy a single through ticket from London, with just one change needed from the Great Western Railway to the Great Western Steamship Company at Bristol. He is immortalised in the name of Brunel University, and in 2002 he came second behind Winston Churchill in the BBC poll to establish the ‘100 Greatest Britons’. In 2006, the Royal Mint struck a £2 coin depicting Brunel and the roof of Paddington Station, which he also designed.




TRAIN OF THOUGHT
FAST-FLOWING RUGBY


If you’ve ever thought how convenient Cardiff Central Station is for the city’s two great rugby stadiums, Cardiff Arms Park and the Millennium Stadium, thank Isambard Kingdom Brunel. The River Taff once had a bit of a kink right where Brunel wanted to build the station, so he diverted it out of the way (nothing was allowed to get in the way of the Great Western Railway). After the station opened in 1850, the Bute family, who owned the reclaimed land between the station and the new path of the river, decided to give it over to the people of Cardiff for recreation and sport. Voila! (as they say in the Valleys).





George Stephenson and Brunel might be the best-known of the nineteenth-century railway engineers, but others made significant contributions. In 1832, Charles Fox invented the railway switch, or points, which allowed trains to run freely when diverting from one track to another. In 1834, William Dargan built the Dublin and Kingstown Railway, widely believed to have provided the first dedicated commuter service in the world, because its primary purpose was to transport men between their homes in Dublin and their workplace at the docks. And then, of course, there were the navvies, without whom men like Stephenson and Brunel could not have realised their railway dreams at all.


Navvies


In the first 50 years of railway building in Britain alone, millions of navvies dug through enough earth and rock to create a network that was the equivalent of digging to Australia and back. It is no surprise that they earned a reputation as hard men, but they had in fact started off as skilled navigators (hence ‘navvies’), as they were often the only people who could figure out the way across difficult terrain when it came right down to it. So they weren’t exactly soft in the head either.


The ‘gauge wars’


In 1830, George Stephenson had been able to use revolutionary wrought-iron track, which was much stronger than the cast iron previously used, when building the Liverpool to Manchester Railway. By the 1860s, the advent of more durable and comparatively inexpensive steel allowed the transition from wrought iron, resulting in a further boom for the networks being built around the world. This improvement, though, did not address the much thornier issue of how far apart to set the rails, whatever they were made of.




	
Narrow gauge: these railways were cheaper to build than anything else and better suited to the tight twists and turns of mountainous terrain and industrial areas such as ports. They went on to serve industry worldwide for a hundred years.


	
Standard gauge: George Stephenson set this at 4 feet 8½ inches on his railways. It was more suited to fast, level track, but not all railway companies fell into line with the Stephenson standard and many developed their own ‘standards’ instead.


	
Broad gauge: Brunel used a broader gauge of 7 feet and a ¼ of an inch on the Great Western Railway, believing that it would allow safer travel at high speeds and because it could carry larger, heavier trains, which meant more revenue for the GWR.





The Regulating the Gauge of Railways Act was passed in 1846 in Britain to end the ‘gauge wars’ and sort out the mess caused by the incompatibility of the different ‘standard’ gauges being used by railways around the country. It ruled in favour of Stephenson, but the Great Western Railway remained a law unto itself and did not fully convert to Stephenson’s standard gauge until 1892.


Today, over 60 per cent of the world’s rail networks, and almost all of its high-speed track, operate on Stephenson’s standard gauge. Broader gauges remain prevalent on the Indian subcontinent and throughout Russia and eastern Europe, because they are more suited to the heavier trains used in those parts of the world.


THE FIRST RAILWAY STATIONS


The first railway stations were built at either end of the Liverpool to Manchester Railway in 1830. By 1836, London’s first railway station had opened at London Bridge and by the end of the century thirteen London termini were up and running (we will look more closely at King’s Cross and St Pancras in the Monumental Stations chapter). Inspired by the Crystal Palace built in Hyde Park for the Great Exhibition three years earlier, Brunel’s groundbreaking design for Paddington in 1854 established the cathedral-like structure of glazed roofs supported by tall wrought-iron arches.


The early stations didn’t have the plethora of shops and food and drink outlets we enjoy today, but as early as 1848 William Henry Smith had opened the first railway bookstall and newsstand, at London Euston Station. WHSmith stores continue to grace many railway stations to this day.


DIFFERENT TYPES OF RAILWAY


It wasn’t just mainline railways that sprang up in the nineteenth century, of course, because the Victorians also cracked on with the London Underground and other kinds of railways were created around the country just to provide fun to the pleasure-seeking masses.


Going underground


The world’s first underground railway, the Metropolitan line, was opened in 1863 to get passengers from London Paddington to Farringdon Street (the stop for the Bank of England at the time) and to link the mainline termini at Paddington, Euston and King’s Cross. The thinking behind it was that passengers could travel from the mainline stations into the city free of congestion and without having to inhale the smog and pong of manure that permeated the air of the horse-drawn rush hour above. However, as the underground trains consisted of steam locomotives pulling gas-lit wooden carriages, the smoke-filled tunnels passengers travelled in probably weren’t that much better for their health. By 1890, though, the City and South London Railway had opened the world’s first deep-level electric railway, and passengers breathed a smoke-free sigh of relief as electric trains began to replace steam ones across the underground network.


Just for fun


As the growing mainline network took people to more and more parts of the country, a demand grew for railway-based fun when they got there. Two fine Victorian examples that are still going strong today are Volk’s Railway in Brighton and the Snowdon Mountain Railway.




	
Volk’s Railway: when this narrow-gauge railway was opened by British engineer Magnus Volk along Brighton seafront in 1883, it was the world’s first public-service electric railway, and today it remains the oldest operating electric railway in the world.


	
Snowdon Mountain Railway: opened in 1896 with steam locomotives, this narrow-gauge, rack-and-pinion railway (think of a train running up and down a zip) took passengers up to enjoy the breathtaking views from the summit of Mount Snowdon. Today it uses both steam and diesel locomotives to climb the mountain.





THE SOCIAL AND CULTURAL IMPACT OF THE EARLY RAILWAYS


We are often told that travel broadens the mind as well as the horizon, but imagine living through a time when millions of people got to see the sea for the first time or got to taste foods and drinks they had never even heard of before the railways started delivering them to their towns and cities. Here are just a few of the momentous changes that took place in the middle of the nineteenth century as a direct result of the railway revolution.


Gravitating towards the big cities


Towns and cities grew like Topsy around this time, as entire rural communities arrived by train in search of work. The arts became accessible to millions of people for the first time, as museums, art galleries and theatres became reachable on a day trip, as did bigger shops and markets.


Even the gene pool changed forever, as people no longer had to spend their lives in the rural area they were born into, and no longer had to procreate with their first cousins just because there was no alternative.


Another unexpected alteration to the gene pool emerged when it was later discovered that many of those who worked on trains around this time used the safe distance between the two ends of the line they worked on to forge new relationships, sometimes even having two separate families on the go in, for example, London and Newcastle.


Oh, I do like to be beside the seaside!


For those who could afford at least the third-class fare on the railways, the world opened up like never before. Holidays at the seaside or in the country, or even abroad, became a reality for millions of people. As well as being exciting, this was also hugely educational if you’d never been further than your feet or horse could carry you. And women became less reliant on men to travel just about anywhere (although, in Victorian Britain, guidebooks still felt the need to advise women to place pins in their mouths to avoid unwanted kisses when going through railway tunnels).


The upper classes benefited every bit as much, because they could now travel further than ever before, and they could also travel much more easily, even with the vast amounts of clothing and equipment and servants that they needed to unwind on a Scottish grouse moor, Mediterranean bathing resort or Alpine ski slope.


All this meant that there was big money to be made in tourism. Trains brought business that would never have otherwise materialised, and those who got rich quick included hoteliers, postcard and souvenir makers and English hop growers (not least because railway workers were paid partially in beer).


The demand for excursions was such that ‘monster trains’ had to be run to cope with demand. In 1844, one day trip to Hull from Leeds involved 7,800 passengers in 250 carriages hauled by ten locomotives. Fleetwood in Lancashire became the first purpose-built resort to cater for holidaymakers arriving by train, and Morecambe became known as ‘Bradford-by- the-Sea’.


Also popular were ‘clean-air excursions’ to the Lake District, Yorkshire Dales, Peak District, Snowdonia and Scottish Highlands. The poet William Wordsworth campaigned against such excursions to his beloved Lake District, because he felt that the lower classes simply couldn’t be trusted to wander lonely as a cloud without trampling the daffodils. He did write a guidebook to the area, which he probably came to regret, because in writing it he had only had the upper classes in mind.


The growth of sport


Sport finally reached the masses. In Britain, football, rugby and cricket leagues grew as teams and supporters travelled by train to away matches; sporting heroes turned up to play in the provinces; and railway stations were built alongside sporting venues like racecourses and golf courses. Even racehorses could now be delivered straight to racecourses around the country, whereas previously horses and jockeys could only race in their local area.


One rather bizarre ‘sporting special’ that became popular was that which carried passengers to watch illegal bareknuckle prize fights. Two trains would arrive from opposite directions, each carrying their own fighter and his supporters. They would stop beside a field in the countryside on the boundary between two counties to create confusion over which police force had jurisdiction over the area, hold the fight and then get back on their trains to go home again. The government eventually banned the railways from putting on these ‘prize fight specials’.


Widespread changes to the British diet


The advent of the railways resulted in many changes to the eating habits of the nation, for a whole host of reasons:




	Local delicacies suddenly became regional, national and even global phenomena once they could be transported easily to traders around the country and to seaports. They included foodstuffs as diverse as haggis, Eccles cakes, Pontefract liquorice and Cornish pasties.


	Exotic foreign foodstuffs arriving at UK ports could also be delivered far and wide around the country. Bananas, for example, could be ripened on the move with steam pumped from the locomotive, ready to eat when they arrived at local markets.


	The advent of the railways created the modern trawling industry and made fish affordable. For those who had never been to a seaside, the sight and smell of all that fresh fish and seafood would have been a new experience. Without the advent of the railways, fish and chips would never have become a national dish.


	Many train routes became known by the produce they delivered to London markets for the first time, e.g. the Turkey Line, the Watercress Line.


	The quantity of food available to Londoners was augmented, and huge profits were made by bringing fresh meat quickly to Smithfield Market from Ireland by ship and then train, but it left many Irish starving as a result.


	It became possible to go on shopping expeditions to towns and cities by train and get your purchases home the same day.


	Brand advertising became a thing in view of the choice now available to the consumer and because enamel advertising signs put up in railway stations could be seen by huge numbers of rail passengers.


	Supermarkets like Sainsbury’s were created in the vicinity of railway stations to take advantage of the wide variety of goods now available.





FEAR OF THE UNKNOWN


Change on a grand scale is exciting to many, but to others it brings on a fear of the unknown. In the case of railways, it caused what became known medically as siderodromophobia, from the Greek sidero (iron), dromo (racecourse) and phobia (fear). Here are some of the less rational fears that people felt at the sight of the first iron monsters in the nineteenth century.




	As it won’t be possible to breathe travelling at 30 miles per hour or more, it is bound to result in collapsed lungs and ribcages.


	The human eye will be damaged by having to adjust to such constant motion.


	Cows grazing in fields near passing trains will produce stale milk.


	The smoke will blacken the fleeces of sheep.


	Poor people from the country will travel on trains to the cities and pick rich people’s pockets when they get there.





Queen Victoria herself was wary of the railways at first, so many of her subjects were probably encouraged to see her finally overcome her fear and take what would prove to be the first of her many train journeys in 1842. In fact, the railways allowed her to meet a lot more of her subjects and to more easily visit her favourite residences at Balmoral in the Scottish Highlands and Osborne House on the Isle of Wight.




TRAIN OF THOUGHT
RIP THEIR FLESH OFF!


They took rail-passenger behaviour seriously in nineteenth-century Ireland, with jail sentences handed out for even minor offences. One nine-year-old child was sent to jail for annoying other passengers while playing with some marbles. If that scale of justice were to be applied to present-day rail travel, passengers who scream into mobile phones with their mouths full of half-chewed burger would presumably be sentenced to have their flesh ripped off by rabid dogs. Just saying.





GETTING THE TIMING RIGHT


The more people travelled by train, the more important it became to let them know in advance about departure and arrival times. In 1839, George Bradshaw’s publishing company in Manchester produced the first-ever compilation of railway timetables (we will return to George Bradshaw at the start of the Great Train Journeys chapter), but there remained the not inconsiderable issue that the people of Britain did not set their clocks to a uniform time (Bristol, for example, was 14 minutes behind London), which was a throwback to the need for people to work their farms according to the daylight available to them.


In 1840, the Great Western Railway adopted ‘London Time’ (GMT) across its network to help people avoid missing trains and to reduce the likelihood of accidents caused by the different timetables in use around the country. Following some initial pockets of resistance from towns and cities that felt no need to give up their ‘independence’ just to kowtow to London, a standard railway time was soon enough being adopted throughout Britain.


It took a bit longer to bring Ireland into line. Around the turn of the twentieth century, Belfast Railway Station, in deference to the political sensitivities prevailing at the time, displayed two different times on the same clock dial: Dublin Mean Time (which was 25 minutes 21 seconds behind GMT) and Belfast Mean Time (which was 23 minutes 39 seconds behind GMT). It follows that passengers had to adjust their watches by 1 minute 42 seconds whenever they crossed the border between north and south, even though there wasn’t in fact a border because all of Ireland was a part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland at the time.


The arrival of a uniform time and the availability of timetables did have one unfortunate effect – it raised the expectations of railway passengers and gave rise to the British malaise of complaining about even short delays. The age of the grumpy commuter was born.




TRAIN OF THOUGHT
TO PADDINGTON. STOP. PLEASE CATCH MURDERER. STOP.


Railways were responsible for introducing the first information age. Newspapers and mail could be read across the land on the same day they were produced, and international news and mail not much later.


The arrival of telegraph lines alongside railways enabled rapid communication between signal boxes all the way down the line (and greatly improved safety, especially on single-track branch lines). In 1845, they provided an added bonus when a message sent down the line led to the capture of murderer John Torwell, who had fled the scene of his crime by train.





PARLIAMENTARY TRAINS


Lower-class travellers in Britain were originally priced as, and pretty much treated as, freight. They had to stand up in goods wagons that were open to the elements, and even then they could ill afford the fares they were being charged for the privilege. The ‘Gladstone Act’ of 1844 required that third- and fourth-class carriages should at least be covered so that passengers were not showered in hot coals during the journey, and insisted that railway companies provide at least one train a day that included fares of no more than a penny a mile. Lower-class passengers were also now allowed to carry baggage for free, which allowed many tradesmen to travel about the country looking for work.


The new services became known as ‘parliamentary trains’ and were run with great reluctance on the part of the railway companies, who often ran the compulsory services only very early in the morning or very late at night. They continued to run ‘cattle trucks’ for the lower classes at all other times of the day, until the Midland Railway broke ranks in 1875 and started to provide seats and glaze the windows in their third-class carriages. When third class was eventually upgraded across the board, second class was abolished, resulting in the anomaly of only first and third class being available, which did at least have the advantage of maintaining a clear distinction between the classes of the time. Third class later became second class (but not until 1956 on some lines), which later again became standard class, thereby ending the existence of second-class citizens once and for all.




TRAIN OF THOUGHT
WELCOME TO THE WEEKEND


The word ‘weekend’ first appeared in the Oxford Dictionary in 1870 after towns like Hastings, Ramsgate and Eastbourne on England’s south coast had started to offer an early Monday morning service back to London, thereby opening up the possibility for city workers to enjoy a new phenomenon: a ‘weekend’ at the seaside.





TRAINS OF THE MACABRE


Trains were used for some fairly unsavoury purposes in the nineteenth century, so please look away now if you’re a bit squeamish.


I loves a good murder, I does!


In Victorian Britain, people had an insatiable appetite for the macabre, often travelling long distances by train to visit the site of a particularly gruesome murder. When railway companies started to run special excursions so that they could also witness the ensuing public hanging, tickets sold like hot cakes. Executions were often arranged on market days, so that those visiting the town by train would be able to fit in a bit of shopping on the way back from the hanging to the railway station. In the end, the spoilsport government put a stop to ‘execution specials’ by decreeing that all future executions had to take place inside prisons.


Dead cheap rail travel


The legal and illegal bodysnatching trades received a bit of a boost upon the arrival of the railways, as getting bodies to medical schools and university hospitals was a much quicker procedure by train, and cadavers were therefore much fresher upon arrival.


At the time, it was perfectly legal to buy dead paupers from alehouses, dead lunatics from asylums, and executed murderers from the state, before loading the day’s haul into the ‘dead carriage’ at the back of the train.


So-called resurrectionists practised a less legal trade, digging up bodies within hours of them being buried. This led to mourning relatives camping out by their loved one’s grave until the loved one in question became stale enough to be refused a train ticket on the grounds that they stank too much.


London Necropolis Railway (LNR)


In 1854, the LNR started carrying corpses and mourners between the London Necropolis station at Waterloo and the newly established Brookwood Cemetery 23 miles to the southwest. It was the biggest cemetery in the world and it was meant to ease the pressure on London’s cemeteries for a long time to come. The railway was even used to transport lots of exhumed bodies from existing London cemeteries, so that the plots could be used for fresh bodies or perhaps even reclaimed for something a bit cheerier.


There were two stations at Brookwood, one for dead Anglicans and one for dead Nonconformists, and there was further segregation on the trains and in the waiting rooms to prevent mourners and cadavers from different classes coming into contact with one another (you never know what you might catch from a lower-class cadaver, I get that).


The LNR was hoping to get a monopoly on dead Londoners and was all set to welcome 10,000–15,000 of them per annum, but they only got an average of 2,300 each year and no one really got rich on that. After it was bombed during World War Two, a decision was taken just to leave it closed.


INVESTING IN THE EARLY RAILWAYS


In the 1840s, there was a speculative frenzy in railway investment, spurred on by the success of the first railway companies. This proved over-optimistic, and a third of the railways authorised by the government were not even built in spite of the heavy investment they attracted. When the bubble burst on overvalued railway stocks and shares, which were the most important and popular investment on the London Stock Exchange at the time, Charles Darwin and the Brontë sisters were amongst the many investors who lost out. Many members of the burgeoning middle class created by the Industrial Revolution lost all that they had.


THE REST OF THE WORLD SOON CATCHES ON


Other countries cottoned on very quickly to the possibilities and benefits of rail travel in the nineteenth century, and many of them bought British components and engaged British engineers and construction teams to help them build their trains and railways.


In 1830, i.e. later in the very same year that George Stephenson opened the Liverpool to Manchester Railway in England, the pioneering Baltimore and Ohio Railroad carried its first passengers in the USA. Belgium led the way in Continental Europe when it opened a commercial railway from Brussels to Mechelen in 1835, and Germany’s first commercial railway opened in Bavaria later that same year, running from Nuremberg to Fürth. In 1851, the line between Moscow and St Petersburg was completed in Tsarist Russia, and in 1852 the British Raj opened its first stretch of railway in India, inaugurating the Great Indian Peninsula Railway with 25 miles of track from Bombay (now Mumbai) to Thana (now Thane) in the state of Maharashtra.


Other developments overseas in the nineteenth century included the following important new technologies:




	In 1872, American inventor George Westinghouse patented the first automatic air brake, which remains the basis of modern-day train-braking systems.


	The first practical electric railway was demonstrated in 1879 by Werner von Siemens in Germany, paving the way for countless metropolitan rail systems around the world – steam locomotives were never suitable for use within built-up cities. The train that ran on Siemens’ demonstration line was the first to pick up electricity (from a middle rail) as it went along, as opposed to running on limited battery power.


	In 1883, the Mödling and Hinterbrühl tram system in Austria became the first electric railway to be powered from overhead lines.







TRAIN OF THOUGHT
HOW DOES THIS THING WORK?


Germany’s first locomotive, Der Adler (The Eagle), was delivered in 1835 from the Robert Stephenson locomotive works in Newcastle upon Tyne complete with a driver, because Germany didn’t yet have a driver of its own. This was true of many of the early locomotives exported from Britain. If you didn’t have any trains, you couldn’t learn to drive them!





Prendre le Crampton


The locomotives designed in Britain by Thomas Crampton in 1846 (see above) were an international success, becoming especially popular in France and Germany. More than 260 were built in those two countries, as opposed to just 51 in Britain. They proved so popular in France that the term prendre le Crampton remained synonymous with catching an express train long after the locomotives themselves had disappeared from service. One of the original Cramptons built in France has been preserved in the Cité du Train, Europe’s largest railway museum, at Mulhouse.




GREAT RAILWAY ACHIEVEMENTS


China and Ireland join forces in Utah


In May 1869, the Golden Spike Ceremony took place in Promontory Summit, Utah, after the huge, predominantly Chinese workforce of the Central Pacific railroad company working from the west had finally met the huge, predominantly Irish workforce of the Union Pacific railroad company coming from the east. Together they had battled tough working conditions and extreme weather conditions for six long years to unite the two coasts of the country they had emigrated to from quite opposite directions. This joining of the continent reduced coast-to-coast travelling times from six months to seven days.





TRAINS AT WAR


It wasn’t long before mankind figured out how to make use of trains for military purposes, including in the following nineteenth-century conflicts.




	
Crimean War (1853–56): the 7-mile-long Grand Crimean Central Railway was used to supply British Army troops in Balaklava while they laid siege to Sevastopol during the severe winter of 1854/55.


	
American Civil War (1861–65): this was the first major conflict in which the train played a significant part, as troops and equipment could now be moved to battlefronts with unprecedented speed. In the first significant battle of the war, at the railway junction of Manassas, the South defeated the greater numbers of the North in the Battle of Bull Run simply because they made better use of railways to get their troops into position. Abraham Lincoln realised there and then that he would have to get his act together as far as rail transport was concerned if the North was to win the war. Trains were subsequently used by both sides to carry troops and to supply food and ammunition to battlefield areas and encampments. Locomotives in isolation were used for reconnaissance, for delivering intelligence and even for offensive raids into enemy territory, at which times they usually had machine guns or even heavy artillery mounted on the one or two flatcars they pulled behind.
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