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Introduction


Nasrine Djemai was twelve when she was informed that the home she had lived in all her life would be flattened. It was 2009. The world was gripped by a global recession, the deficit had quadrupled and unemployment had risen rapidly. A general election was on the horizon and more than a decade of New Labour rule was coming to an end. Families across the country were struggling to make ends meet and now Nasrine’s was facing homelessness. The government had decided to drive a high-speed train line to Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds through her neighbourhood. At first, she couldn’t believe it, but the next day she watched as her estate was invaded by men in hi-vis jackets marking the roads, taking photographs and setting up tripods. Nasrine’s block was to be razed to build the approach of HS2 into Euston station.


Today, more than fifteen years later, Nasrine’s neighbourhood remains a building site. She and her family have been re-housed, but the railway line into Euston has not been completed and plans for the station remain theoretical. No one is quite sure when, or if, HS2 will reach central London. There are no longer plans to run high-speed trains to the North, instead the new track will extend from the newly built station at Old Oak Common, a rather desolate neighbourhood in north-west London, to an even more obscure junction beyond Birmingham in the West Midlands. The vision for HS2 – once feted as Europe’s largest infrastructure project, the first new railway built north of the capital since 1900, an opportunity to rebalance the London-centric economy by creating reliable connections to the North – is in tatters.


What should have been a source of national pride is now a multi-billion-pound bleeding stump of a line, a rebuke to the inability of successive, reckless Conservative governments to decide what kind of a country Britain should be. Even the most ardent advocates of high-speed rail now believe the HS2 line will be a white elephant unless it is brought into Euston and extended beyond Birmingham. The Labour government elected in July 2024 has pledged HS2 will eventually terminate at Euston, but ministers are unable to say when this will happen or how much it will cost and the project’s chief executive has warned that things will get worse before they get better.


So, what went wrong?


Certainly, HS2’s final death knell sounded in October 2023 when then prime minister Rishi Sunak stood up at a Conservative Party conference and announced, with little warning, the cancellation of the railway’s northern leg. It would not be extending beyond Birmingham. Furthermore, neither Euston station nor its approaches would be funded without private investment. The announcement landed with a thud. Hundreds of millions of pounds had been spent on planning the approach into Euston and the line’s northern half. Debates over HS2 had taken up more than 1,200 hours of parliamentary time. An act for the high-speed train to run between Birmingham and Crewe had been passed in parliament. For the prime minister to announce such a major scaling back unilaterally, without preparing MPs, was an insult to democracy. But Sunak was a desperate man. HS2, which had become a byword for financial mismanagement, was an easy target – a convenient source of cash to fill potholes in marginal constituencies.


While government interference was nothing new, there was outrage and disbelief in global engineering circles. How could a major part of such a huge infrastructure project – a new fast railway across a G7 country – be cancelled so abruptly? For international observers and investors, the announcement was yet another sign that Britain was not a serious place to do business. And all the rhetoric successive Tory prime ministers and chancellors had spouted over the 2010s about levelling up, the Northern Powerhouse or rebalancing the economy was revealed to be simply hot air. When the political and economic waters became rough, the Tory prime minister was quite happy to dump an unpopular project.


Fundamentally, high-speed rail is not a bad idea. Britain’s Victorian – and in some cases Georgian – rail network is splitting at the seams. The unreliability and slowness of services up the west coast of Britain and across the country’s northern belt from Manchester to Hull has long hampered growth outside London and the South East. Merely repairing and electrifying 200-year-old tracks and patching up old tunnels and bridges is increasingly expensive and inadequate, and does not solve the other fundamental problem – both the railways and roads in the North West are inadequate to accommodate the increasing movement of goods and people around the country.


Plans to replace some Victorian railways had been on the agenda throughout the 2000s, but the political appetite to invest in infrastructure outside London wasn’t there and the Treasury and the then chancellor Gordon Brown were dead against what they considered to be a grand projet, as the French TGV was sneeringly described. The high-speed rail idea was endorsed with lukewarm enthusiasm in the 2005 Labour manifesto as something the government would investigate, but not necessarily pursue. While the city of London was powering the country and growth could be distributed in receipts around the country, there was little imperative to embark on what might prove to be a risky, new, fancy railway project towards the North.


After the financial crisis of 2008 that calculation changed. The new prime minister, Gordon Brown, had a Damascene conversion. He realised that if anything went wrong with London, there were no other cities or regions in the UK where growth was strong enough to take up the slack. As a recent analysis by the FT has shown, the UK is still an outlier among other wealthy European countries because of its dependence on the capital. Even in traditionally centralised France, the difference in wealth between Paris and Lyon is far smaller than that between London and Manchester. Take London out of the equation and the UK has the economy of Mississippi. Brown believed a large infrastructure project might shift the dial and lay the foundations to rebalance this wealth gap. Luckily for Brown his rail minister (and then transport secretary) Lord Andrew Adonis had a plan in his back pocket.


A train geek, Adonis had a vision for British high-speed rail and believed passionately that Britain could emulate France, Germany and Spain and reap the same economic benefits that connecting city regions had brought them. He wanted the whole of Britain – not just London – to look like its modern European counterparts. Instead of ‘making do and mending’, and relying on its past industrial glories, Adonis believed in the need to drag the country into the twenty-first century and viewed a British high-speed rail network as his own personal transformative legacy.


So far so good. The trouble was that by the time the Labour government decided to build a high-speed train network, with the Tories agitating belatedly for one too – the Labour government was approximately two years out from a general election it was likely to lose. That was a very short time in which to sell the idea of a new high-speed rail line to the general public, let alone do anything as radical as consult them on a route. So Adonis didn’t. He set up a wholly owned government company called HS2 Ltd and asked a special group of civil servants and engineers to come up with a plan as quickly as possible to present to parliament before an election. The cost was an entirely notional £30 billion – an optimistic finger in the air estimate based on the cost of high-speed rail in Europe. The route was set by engineers, who tried to avoid as many houses as possible on their way to Birmingham and beyond and the specifications the highest possible so the trains could run fast and smoothly without disturbing anyone. There was enough information for a command paper to be written, but not much else before Labour was booted out in 2010 and the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition government under David Cameron took over.


But the command paper whetted the appetite of the next government. Despite viciously slashing money for public services, the new coalition ministers promised to invest in infrastructure. It was the run-up to the 2012 Olympics and the ‘golden age’ of British–Chinese relations. Britain was still a member of the EU and George Osborne, then chancellor of the exchequer, believed modernity meant iconic new stations and high-speed lines to northern cities. Politicians viewed HS1, the first high-speed line in Britain, as an enormous success – running 68 miles from London to the Channel Tunnel, carrying both the Eurostar and the domestic Javelin train to Kent, it had helped London win the 2012 Olympic Games bid as the final section could shuttle thousands of athletes and attendees from the Olympic Stadium in east London to St Pancras International.


But no large-scale project had been built north of London in modern times. HS2 was revolutionary in its stated intent of joining up Britain though a modern public transport system and providing balance to London’s financial monopoly. Theoretically, it was an example of ‘cathedral thinking’ – a rarity in politics. It would pioneer policy and engineering expertise for the sake of national socio-economic improvement to the whole country, largely for the benefit of future generations.


***


I wanted to write this book to understand why HS2 proved so very challenging and why the costs skyrocketed as they did. The reduced line today is likely to come in at the £80 billion mark (although no one is still quite sure), more than ten times as expensive as high-speed rail across the Channel. Like many others, I was agnostic about HS2 when I started researching. It seemed very expensive. I didn’t really understand why it was being built, nor why it cost so much. And I too wondered whether it was worth doing. I also felt strongly that Britain’s troubles with HS2 mirrored the rocky politics of the last fifteen years, which was further destabilised by the vote to leave the EU.


HS2 represented the pre-Brexit liberal view of the world embodied by the Olympics: modern, European, optimistic, driven by cities and a new industrial future for the North. After Brexit, HS2’s purpose became confused as the politicians who had sponsored the railway were swept away and politics became a more parochial fight for the towns, suburbs and communities which HS2 bypassed (although it would undoubtedly have made them better off). Buffeted by Covid and the Ukraine war, afraid of an uncertain future which might further disrupt old assumptions, politicians – and voters, too – became less confident, searching for quick fixes and becoming even less willing to invest in the long term. Did the story of HS2 shed more light on what was going on socially and politically in Britain at the time? How on earth did Britain make such a mess of building a high-speed line when they are more or less the norm all over the world; in Spain and Japan high-speed rail projects engender national pride – why then did HS2 attract so much scorn here?


And it was people who love British trains, seemingly natural allies of an exciting new rail line, who became the project’s greatest detractors – perhaps because HS2 threatened to disrupt the status quo and challenge old myths about the great age of British railways. HS2 was an admission that the old railway system, built in the glory days of the British Empire, was no longer fit for purpose. For people who had spent their whole lives treasuring the past, this was identity-threatening stuff. It meant Victorian lines might become redundant, old tunnels changed, the trains they loved put out of service. The past, rather than a bygone idyll, might be found wanting.


This book will also show what a hugely complex endeavour HS2 was, far more than HS1 (the high-speed rail link from the Channel Tunnel to St Pancras) or Crossrail (the Elizabeth line) to which it is often compared. It is still the largest infrastructure project being built in Europe. Nothing on this scale had been tried before in modern Britain. And the men (mostly) in charge of commissioning and managing the project were hopelessly out of their depth.


This book will show the damage that lack of political clarity – and then constant political interference – does to a major infrastructure project. While MPs and ministers may blame the failure of HS2 on planning laws, ‘not in my back yard’ (NIMBY) environmental campaigners and overpriced bat-protection tunnels, I’ll demonstrate that it was politicians and parts of the civil service who were most to blame: MPs sitting on parliamentary committees demanding unnecessary changes that would cost hundreds of millions; ministers failing to lay out clear objectives from the beginning and then changing them with the wind; prime ministers refusing to be tied down to a broader UK transport strategy and insisting on tunnelling or cuts to vital parts of the line to pay off opponents and a Treasury which continually tried to slash costs without any understanding of modern civil engineering.


Meanwhile those who understood how to deliver complex global projects and believed in the enormous benefits that HS2 would bring found themselves snarled up in toxic politics and constant scrutiny from hostile opponents and eventually walked away. The large contractors shrugged and added another zero to their bill, although they too became increasingly frustrated. This book will also look at why environmentalists failed to support what was ultimately a green transport project and campaigned against HS2 with as much energy as they had against nuclear power stations or the third runway at Heathrow.


***


I come from Scotland. Connections and infrastructure matter to me. They shape how a country sees itself and its place in the world. The lives of my cousins on Skye were transformed by a simple bridge which connected them to the mainland. The advent of the high-speed 125 train in 1981 and the electrification of the line to Edinburgh changed my life. University in England was suddenly an option for my sisters and me. Transport links matter.


Between 2011 and 2018, I was also a Labour councillor in Camden. I witnessed first hand the extraordinary difficulties of bringing a train into a heavily built-up part of London, the harm to the lives of our least well-off residents who would be forced to live on a building site for up to twenty-five years, the lack of leadership and the inability of all parties involved to work for the national good and the mixed messaging about what HS2 was for. I was also briefly the parliamentary candidate in Bassetlaw in North Nottinghamshire, before being ousted for a more Corbyn-sympathetic candidate, and met communities who desperately needed new infrastructure investment of all kinds to thrive.


While HS2 would only have provided a fast connection between Sheffield and Leeds, there would have been a knock-on effect for towns like Worksop. I want to understand why the importance of transport connection was lost and why HS2 was considered a stand-alone project, never embedded in a ‘national transport plan’. Even the idea that HS2 had a vital role to play in the North’s economies was underplayed, with only experts really comprehending the larger issue of congestion on the West Coast Main Line. HS2 would free up capacity for freight and stopping trains, acting as a kind of fast bypass to Scotland, meaning non-HS2 services would also run more reliably and many towns would be much better served. Was this because all the commentators lived in London?


Even as this ‘green project’ was being discussed there was a refusal to talk about how to prevent traffic on roads and reduce air travel. Was this deliberate, born out of some fear of upsetting people? Or just an ideological refusal to reduce ‘choice’? After all, France has tolls on motorways and China and Japan have more or less stopped air travel between some major cities because of high-speed rail. And why was there no discussion of ticket prices or who the train was for? Was this the consequence of a top-down project? The vacuum had consequences. One civil servant said when he went to talk to a leading London girls’ school about HS2, the students told him it was a luxury train for rich people. In vain he tried to persuade them it could be a ‘people’s train’.


There are countless reasons HS2 floundered, each uniquely revealing of British society today. This is a tale of civil servants expert at writing policy papers, poring over spreadsheets, drafting legislation and steering laws through parliament, but with no engineering experience, who thought that they could ‘learn on the job’ while commissioning and overseeing a high-speed mega-project the size of which had never been attempted anywhere else in the world. It is also a tale of government mismanagement, stringent planning laws and political interference; an unwillingness to engage with ‘experts’ and the true cost of austerity. It’s a story of how top-down projects are no longer possible in the age of online warriors and populism. There are huge lessons to be learned from HS2 for the new Labour government intent on growth and who will need to deal with the world as it is now. Just imposing infrastructure on the country will not be enough. Hopefully, this book will help MPs reflect on why.


***


To write this book, I’ve talked to scores of people up and down the line: government ministers who made some of the key decisions, including Lord Patrick McLoughlin, the secretary of state for transport under David Cameron, and Andrew Stephenson, the first minister for HS2; technical experts like Andrew McNaughton, the engineer who designed HS2, and Allan Cook, the engineer chair of the HS2 who ensured building started; senior civil servants from the Department for Transport (DfT), as well as environmentalists worried about the effect on Britain’s countryside.


I spoke to Andy Street, former mayor of the West Midlands, now Lord Street, whose vision for the region relied on high-speed rail, and the mayor of West Yorkshire, Tracy Brabin, who discovered the line to her city of Leeds was cancelled only months after she was elected. I also travelled along the line and interviewed people who lost their homes and those left worried about HS2’s effect on their villages. Each had a different tale to tell. Some of my interviewees came to be great supporters of HS2, while others hardened their opposition over the years. I’ve read endless reports about HS2 – produced with alarming regularity by HS2 Ltd itself, parliamentary committees, quangos, thinktanks, government departments – each with a slightly different point of view. So many, in fact, that it makes your head spin.


When you have finished this book, I hope you will understand why HS2 was so complicated, cost so much and why it was constantly derailed. I hope you will read enough evidence to decide for yourself whether it is worth investing billions of pounds of public money in future high-speed rail. But, most importantly, I hope that you might consider how we can build a better political system to stop such an expensive and embarrassing fiasco ever happening again.


If we ask another twelve-year-old like Nasrine to give up her home, let’s at least make sure it’s worth it.












1


A Very British Project


HS2 could have been a thrilling project, sparking the collective imagination. A high-speed line for a high-speed society; Birmingham businesspeople would hold meetings with their colleagues in sleek first-class carriages, transforming the Northern Belt and the Midlands into a new industrial powerhouse to rival London. Schools and tour groups would flock to Manchester’s art galleries and museums. Travellers across the UK would now have a fast route to Manchester and Birmingham airports, reducing the need for a third runway at Heathrow. A modern-day Hogwarts Express, families could share sandwiches while couples sipped champagne in the dining car. Yorkshire’s tourism could take off, drawing international visitors from London, while Birmingham’s picturesque canals might prove catnip for day trippers. Showing off Britain’s biggest cities to the world, HS2 would introduce the Midlands and the North to the global stage as places to invest in and explore.


Of course, Britain has always been proud of its railways, because we invented them. When the great railway engineer Robert Stephenson died in 1859, he was buried in the nave of Westminster Abbey, laid alongside Sir Isaac Newton, the playwright Ben Jonson and the most celebrated Scottish surgeon and anatomist of the eighteenth century, John Hunter. His magnificent funeral hearse, drawn by six horses, travelled from his home in Gloucester Square through Piccadilly and across Hyde Park, for which special permission had to be sought from Queen Victoria. People lined the route of the funeral cortège and between three and four thousand crowded into the Abbey for the service. In the towns and cities of his native Northumbria, as well as in Whitby, where he had served as an MP for over a decade, businesses closed and ships flew their flags at half-mast. Church bells were muffled in mourning.


Robert and his father George were pioneers in railway technology and many of the lines they built across Britain are still in use today. Between them, they designed the arched viaducts, elaborate tunnels and decorated ventilation shafts still embedded in the English countryside. And most importantly, they invented the iconic steam locomotives which ran on those lines, enabling the Industrial Revolution to take flight and lining the British Empire’s pockets. This technology was soon sold across Europe and America, while the Empire was drawn tighter into Britain’s sphere, with railways branching through India, Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong and beyond. Samuel Smiles, the moralist of the day, devoted his book, Lives of the Engineers, to the Stephensons’ endeavours. They were the Steve Jobs and Bill Gates of their age, proof that anyone in Victorian Britain with talent and the right moral fibre could become national heroes.


The elder, George Stephenson, had an unlikely start for a Victorian entrepreneur, initially working as a brakeman at Killingworth Colliery in Tyneside, responsible for the winding mechanism that lowered the cage of miners into the pit shaft. Like many of his peers, George was illiterate until the age of eighteen, however, his practical solutions to the mine’s many technical problems were so ingenious that he quickly became the colliery’s chief engineer. He drew up plans for steam locomotives – which initially looked like boilers on wheels with a chimney at the front – that could pull thirty tonnes of loaded coal wagons up a 1:450 slope, massively reducing the physical toll on the miners and horses. When the Quaker entrepreneur Edward Pease wanted to join the coal mines at Shildon in County Durham to Darlington, he approached George and his young son Robert to help. The two men convinced Pease that the eight-mile track he wanted to build could use steam engines instead of horses – and they built the Stockton to Darlington line with his backing.


The Stockton–Darlington route established the Stephensons’ reputation immediately and the merchants, traders and manufacturers of Manchester and Liverpool seized on the railway as a potential solution to their problems. The new, mechanised factories of the North had found their growth stifled by the sluggishness of nineteenth-century transport: either a cart over a bumpy turnpike road or a slow and expensive canal journey. Both were costly, inefficient and vulnerable to poor weather (not unlike some cross-country services today). They were controlled by the gentry, over whose land roads passed and rivers ran. Not only could goods be moved a lot faster by train, but companies could design their railways to suit their needs. A twelve-hour canal journey between Manchester and Liverpool could be reduced to two hours, knocking all competition out of the park.


So, the merchants, traders and manufacturers banded together to form a railway company. However, because the line ran over private land, the company needed parliament’s permission via a so-called private bill. The bill would grant them legal powers to start work while also allowing the landowners affected to petition for compensation or request changes to the route – a system very similar to that in place today, although there were far fewer landowners to square off in the nineteenth century.


When it was first introduced to parliament, the Manchester–Liverpool railway bid failed. Lords Derby and Sefton objected to the route passing through their estates, as did the Duke of Bridgewater who owned the canal and stood to lose substantial revenue. MPs cast doubts on the company’s surveys, arguing that the whole project would cost closer to £200,000 than the proposed £40,000, mainly due to the difficulties of crossing a bog called Chat Moss. George Stephenson, brought in to defend his plans, was so tongue-tied in parliament when faced with the Cambridge-educated lawyer Edward Alderson that he couldn’t answer any of the technical details. The bill failed. Later, he admitted: ‘I was not long in the witness box before I began to wish for a hole to creep out at.’


Stephenson was sacked and another set of engineers employed. The route was altered and landowners paid off. Fortunately for Stephenson, the replacement engineers lacked his technical aptitude and he was soon rehired. When the Manchester to Liverpool railway was finally completed in 1830, costs had rocketed past MPs’ estimates to £280,000. However, unlike HS2, George Stephenson and his assistant Thomas Gooch completed it in just four years – without the aid of modern technology. The final route consisted of sixty-three bridges including the Sankey Viaduct which spanned the Sankey Valley and canal, today a Grade I-listed monument – the oldest railway viaduct in the world, still in use after electrification in 2015. They tackled the enormous technical challenge of crossing the twelve-mile-squared peat bog at Chat Moss by floating the line over rafts made of bundles of heather, brushwood mattresses and panels woven from branches.


After defeating a clutch of lesser locomotives at the Rainhill Trials, Rocket – the steam engine built by George’s son Robert – was chosen as the locomotive to pull passenger trains. Although the government had played little role in its construction, the line was opened by the ageing prime minister, the Duke of Wellington. The only glitch in the proceedings was the death of the MP William Huskisson, hit by Rocket after he alighted the train to discuss politics with Wellington – described contemporaneously by actress and abolitionist Fanny Kemble:




The engine had stopped to take in a supply of water, and several of the gentlemen in the directors’ carriage had jumped out to look about them. Lord W——, Count Batthyany, Count Matuscenitz, and Mr. Huskisson among the rest were standing talking in the middle of the road, when an engine on the other line, which was parading up and down merely to show its speed, was seen coming down upon them like lightning. The most active of those in peril sprang back into their seats… while poor Mr. Huskisson, less active from the effects of age and ill health, bewildered, too, by the frantic cries of ‘Stop the engine! Clear the track!’ that resounded on all sides, completely lost his head, looked helplessly to the right and left, and was instantaneously prostrated by the fatal machine, which dashed down like a thunderbolt upon him, and passed over his leg, smashing and mangling it in the most horrible way. (Lady W—— said she distinctly heard the crushing of the bone.) So terrible was the effect of the appalling accident that, except that ghastly ‘crushing’ and poor Mrs. Huskisson’s piercing shriek, not a sound was heard or a word uttered among the immediate spectators of the catastrophe. Lord W—— was the first to raise the poor sufferer, and calling to aid his surgical skill, which is considerable, he tied up the severed artery, and for a time, at least, prevented death by loss of blood. Mr. Huskisson was then placed in a carriage with his wife and Lord W——, and the engine, having been detached from the director’s carriage, conveyed them to Manchester. So great was the shock produced upon the whole party by this event, that the Duke of Wellington declared his intention not to proceed, but to return immediately to Liverpool. However, upon its being represented to him that the whole population of Manchester had turned out to witness the procession, and that a disappointment might give rise to riots and disturbances, he consented to go on, and gloomily enough the rest of the journey was accomplished.





Despite this minor setback, the celebratory banquet continued as planned. And the Manchester to Liverpool line was a roaring success. The greatest surprise was how the trains captured the public imagination. Around 50,000 people – the equivalent of a third of the population of Manchester at that time – rode the railway in the first three months. Souvenirs and memorabilia were cast. Commemorative mugs, postcards, prints and handkerchiefs were sold depicting the engine, the line and the hundreds of passengers sitting in the open carriages. The Penny Post proclaimed how a ‘pleasurable wonder takes possession of the mind, as we glide along at a speed equal to the gallop of a racehorse’.


The age of the railways had begun. Businessmen from the towns and cities which were growing around the country wanted a piece of the action and many banded together to set up railway companies. Those in the countryside were more cynical. George Eliot captures the mood in her novel Middlemarch:




In the hundred to which Middlemarch belonged, railways were as exciting a topic as the Reform Bill or the imminent horrors of Cholera, and those who held the most decided views on the subject were women and landholders. Women both old and young regarded travelling by steam as presumptuous and dangerous, and argued against it by saying that nothing should induce them to get into a railway carriage; while proprietors…were yet unanimous in the opinion that in selling land, whether to the Enemy of mankind or to a company obliged to purchase, these pernicious agencies must be made to pay a very high price to landowners for permission to injure mankind.





***


Railway companies began building lines all over the country, north–south as well as east–west. In 1838, the London to Birmingham line, now part of the West Coast Main Line (which would be bypassed by the HS2 route), was completed to mark the coronation of the eighteen-year-old Queen Victoria. The railway cost £5.5 million (£702 million today) and took 20,000 men four years to construct. The railway company appointed Robert Stephenson as chief engineer. During the planning stages, he travelled the route the line would take, speaking personally to the landowners affected. Similar to the concessions made for landowners on the HS2 route, the earls of Essex and Clarendon forced Stephenson to divert around the Gade Valley, south of the Chiltern Hills, because it would have passed through Grove and Cassiobury parks.


In Northampton, Stephenson was compelled to design the mile-long Kilsby Tunnel, still in use today and restored as recently as 2020, to circumvent other country estates. At the time it was the longest tunnel in the world. Of the 1,250 navvies – navigational engineers or highly skilled labourers – who worked on the tunnel, twenty-six died – mainly in tunnel collapses and it was often plagued by flooding as Stephenson, worried about the effects of coal emissions on passengers, incorporated too many ventilation shafts.


One of the Stephensons’ main rivals was Isambard Kingdom Brunel. Middle class and half-French, his seemingly genteel origins obscured a dramatic upbringing. His mother, Sophia Kingdom, was arrested as a British spy during the French Revolution and very narrowly escaped execution, while his father, the lesser-known inventor Sir Marc Isambard Brunel, was hurled into debtors’ prison following several unprofitable projects. In Lives of the Engineers, Samuel Smiles describes the difference between the Stephensons and the Brunels: ‘The Stephensons were inventive, practical and sagacious; the Brunels ingenious, imaginative and daring… Measured by practical and profitable results, the Stephensons were unquestionably the safer men to follow.’


Brunel came to fame early on in his career for his work on London’s Thames Tunnel, a joint enterprise led by his father. It would become the first tunnel built beneath a navigable river. Originally a foot tunnel connecting Wapping to Rotherhithe south of the river, the tunnel was adapted for trains in the 1860s and is now part of the East London line from Highbury & Islington to West Croydon on the London Overground. Work on the tunnel began in February 1825 when the younger Brunel was just eighteen and it opened to the public eighteen years later on 25 March 1843 – not an unusual time span for complex engineering projects.


While Robert Stephenson was working on the London to Birmingham line, the Great Western Railway Company’s directors employed Brunel to build their new line from London to Bristol. The Great Western Railway (GWR) should, like Stephenson’s London to Birmingham line, have terminated at Euston, however, because Brunel didn’t want to use a standard gauge railway, opting for the wider seven-foot gauge instead, he built Paddington as its terminus. Had both lines ended at Euston, the station would have been far larger and Primrose Hill would likely have been flattened to accommodate more railway tracks instead of being developed into a pretty village – which might just have eased HS2’s passage into Euston. Nevertheless, the GWR was another huge success. J. M. W. Turner captured the new technology’s power in his 1844 painting, Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great Western Railway, which now hangs in the National Gallery. In the painting, a dark locomotive charges through a bank of fog; hiding in the mists is a terrified hare. Technology had outpaced nature.


By the 1840s, Victorian England was deep in the throes of railway mania. Previously, intercity transport consisted of horse-drawn carriages, in which you felt every bump of the road, while also being at the mercy of floods, reckless coachmen, exhausted horses and highway robbers. People were delighted by this new form of affordable public transport which drastically reduced journey times and made their journeys comfortable, safe and sociable. All rail companies had to do was ask parliament’s permission to build, and since many MPs were investors, they were all too happy to oblige. While on the Continent, governments were more restive about this free-for-all, in Britain the government adopted a thoroughly laissez-faire approach. Not one prime minister suggested national planning and there were no checks on the economic viability of companies.


Quite a few rail companies competed directly, each running their own line on the same profitable routes. Companies, and company chairmen in particular, would spend vast sums on magnificent stations, symbols of their newfound influence. At the height of the boom in 1844, two railway companies, the Huddersfield and Manchester Railway and Canal Company and the Manchester and Leeds Railway Company, commissioned the magnificent neoclassical Huddersfield Station, designed by architect James Pigott Pritchett – a specialist in churches. Railways were the new religion.


Almost anyone with money was buying shares, from rich City lawyers and bankers to village vicars and chemists. There was a whole industry of railway magazines and newspapers to advise them. No one thought they could lose. As the mania took off, people traded increasingly on local and London stock exchanges, buying and selling shares in the opportunity to get rich quick. Lawyers and clerks who managed the stock-issuing made vast amounts of money, as did newspapers that took rail company advertising. Even engravers of share certificates prospered. In 1845, 240 bills were put to parliament representing 2,820 miles. According to railway historian Christian Wolmar there is ‘no equivalent in modern times of such a major investing scheme accounting for so much of a country’s economic activity’. But perhaps you could compare it to one hundred per cent mortgages and the financial crash of 2008.


Then suddenly in the autumn of 1845, railway shares collapsed. A surefire investment turned into a liability as it became obvious that many railway companies were overspending on grand stations, exaggerating revenue and experiencing great difficulty building lines as quickly or cheaply as they had claimed. The Times and Economist, themselves products of the increased mobility of the railway age, were immediately blamed for the crash because they had run editorials highly critical of the behaviour of the railway companies. The Times, one of the most read newspapers in the country ran a leader in October 1845, the weekend before shares collapsed, observing that ‘the mania for railway speculation has reached that height at which all follies, however absurd in themselves, cease to be ludicrous, and become, by reason of their universality, fit subjects for the politician to consider as well as the moralist.’ A few weeks later, the paper also carried an ‘exposé’ about the speculators.


Cheap money – banking loans with low interest – collapsed the same year, as the British banking system fractured due to government attempts to control the money supply. The devastatingly belated decision to send vast amounts of aid to Ireland to alleviate the Great Famine, in which a million people died, also contributed to the end of credit which had been available for investment in railway shares, although Irish workers who had fled the famine continued to be a source of cheap labour for the rest of the century. Five years later, in 1850, railway investments were worth a third of what they had been three years earlier. Many in the new urban middle class lost everything.


In A History of the English Railways, published in 1851, John Francis describes the panic:




It reached every hearth, it saddened every heart in the metropolis. Entire families were ruined. There was scarcely an important town in England but what beheld some wretched suicide. Daughters, delicately nurtured, went out to seek their bread; sons were recalled from academies; households were separated, homes were desecrated by the emissaries of the law.





Women investors constituted a surprisingly high proportion of railway stockholders. Even the Brontë sisters lost savings – including the first £500 Charlotte received for Jane Eyre. The company they invested in was owned by George Hudson, the ‘railway king’ – who raised vast amounts of capital for the York and North Midland Railway which opened in 1839. In 1844, he controlled a thousand miles of track – a quarter of the network – and was the elected Tory MP for Sunderland. A year later it all came crashing down. He had overextended wildly and kept expanding his business to pay off debts. When it came to light that he had been paying shareholders dividends from the capital he had raised (rather than the revenue from the railway), he could no longer continue to operate and fled to France to escape his creditors, losing his seat in Sunderland. When he was tempted back to England to fight for another seat in the 1865 general election, he was arrested by the sheriff of York and thrown into a debtors’ prison for three months. The great commentator of the age, Thomas Carlyle, declared him little more than ‘a big swollen gambler’, while others admired his sheer chutzpah.


Nevertheless, the crash didn’t put an end to the railways, which steamed on, albeit a little more slowly, for the rest of the nineteenth century. The crash did mean everyone was a lot less gung-ho about investing in unrealistic schemes because there was less money around. Large numbers of navvies continued to die and suffer injuries during the construction of the railways and after thirty-two men died and six hundred were injured during the building of the Woodhead Tunnel on the Transpennine Route from Sheffield to Manchester between 1839 and 1852, MPs set up a parliamentary inquiry. Navvies, the inquiry established, were forced to live in appalling conditions, first in wooden shanty towns and then in stone huts accommodating twenty of them at a time. There was no water nor means of sanitation and disease was rife. Despite the findings, Victorian England blamed the navvies’ lifestyle of drinking and eating bad mutton for their suffering. Even as late as the 1880s and 1890s, some five hundred men a year were dying building the railways.


Building lines on the cheap was also dangerous for passengers. Despite a magnificent exterior, Huddersfield Station was notorious for its structural vulnerability and in 1885 the roof gave way, killing four people. But it was the 1879 collapse of the Tay Bridge in Scotland which demonstrated the perils of a penny-pinching approach. Caused by faulty engineering, it remains one of the deadliest rail disasters in British history. The bridge had been designed by Edinburgh engineer Sir Thomas Bouch, the Gerald Ratner of the late nineteenth-century railway industry, who boasted frequently and publicly about how cheap his construction costs were. He had miscalculated how the Tay Bridge would behave in high winds and shortly after it opened, the bridge broke in two during a violent storm. A crossing train plunged into the icy waters below, killing all seventy-five people on board.


There was some consolidation in this period as large railway companies took over smaller ones. From the 1860s through to the 1880s, the Great Western Railway purchased the Bristol and Exeter Railway, South Wales Railway, the West Midland Railway, the South Devon Railway and the Cornwall Railway. By the end of the century every small town in the UK had been joined up by a railway. You might have expected that after the 1845 share crash, the government would have intervened to exercise a sliver of state control. Instead, remarkably little regulation occurred; the laws that were passed mainly concerned fares and safety. Just before the bubble burst, the president of the board of trade, William Gladstone, introduced the 1844 Railway Regulation Act which controlled fares, defined what constituted a train and introduced compulsory daily trains for third-class passengers at a maximum cost of a penny a mile (known as ‘parliamentary trains’). Railway companies were also obliged to cover third-class wagons, which until that point had been open-topped – as depicted by Turner – and to keep accounts.


More legislation followed as safety became a worry. In response to the Armagh train disaster which killed eighty people, including twenty Sunday school children, in what is now Northern Ireland, the government introduced the Regulation of Railways Act of 1889. The law made block signalling compulsory, regularised the interlocking of all points and signals and ordered all trains to be fitted with continuous automatic brakes.


***


Despite the railway share crash, Britain was relatively politically stable throughout the nineteenth century and none of the periodic wars, revolutions and instability which wracked parts of the European continent took place on British soil. As a result, European governments were more determined to exercise control over train routes, especially as the railways’ strategic and military importance became evident as the century developed. Britain only needed to move large numbers of troops and munitions to ports to fight foreign wars.


The only context in which Britain did understand the military and strategic benefit of railways was in the colonies, particularly India, where railways were used to govern. The British built railways to carry cotton, iron ore and coal to Indian ports which were then shipped back to Britain. Later, they used trains to move troops quickly around the vast subcontinent to suppress rebellions. In 1853 Great Indian Peninsula Railway, a company financed by British MPs, bankers, cavalry officers and merchants, ran the first train from Bombay (Mumbai) to Tanna (Thane). Trains soon criss-crossed the country with tracks, locomotives and carriages for new lines manufactured in Britain and imported. Indians themselves had wanted to build and run their own railways and in the early 1840s industrialist and mine owner Prince Dwarkanath Tagore (grandfather of the Nobel laureate) raised the finance for a railway in Bengal. It never went ahead because the directors of the East India Company argued that rail was too important to be ‘under native management’.


The Indian railways not only constituted a vast market for English train manufacturers: between 1854 and 1947, India imported around 14,400 locomotives from England, but India also provided British engineers, signalmen and mechanics and even railway employees like ticket collectors with massive amounts of work. Indians themselves were only allowed to occupy roles as navvies (where thousands died) or as menial repair workers. Following Indian independence in the 1940s, locomotive factories were established and Indians finally controlled their own network. Politician and historian Shashi Tharoor notes: ‘The construction of the Indian Railways is often pointed to by apologists for empire as one of the ways in which British colonialism benefited the subcontinent, ignoring the obvious fact that many countries also built railways without having to go to the trouble and expense of being colonised to do so.’


Modern historians see railways as the ‘tools of Empire’ along with harbours, telegraphs and government buildings. Today, the Chinese, learning from the British, have even invested in the Uganda express, which joins Mombasa in Kenya with Lake Victoria. This railway was originally built by the British using Indian navvies to facilitate trade as well as to govern the area. US president Theodore Roosevelt, who travelled on the line while on safari in 1909, described his journey thus: ‘The railroad, the embodiment of the eager, masterful, materialistic civilisation of today, was pushed through a region in which nature, both as regards wild man and wild beast, does not differ materially from what it was in Europe in the late Pleistocene [ice age].’


***


Meanwhile on the Continent, the two largest powers and landmasses were following the British and railway building accelerated from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. Railways were used, as in Britain, to power the growing industrial revolution and move people faster across the country. But railways also had huge strategic military importance, particularly after the rise of Prussia under Otto von Bismarck.


In France, the first proper railway line using locomotives was built between St Etienne and Lyon in 1832. A private railway company built the line to move coal into a growing industrial centre. The emperor of France gave permission, but that was the extent of state involvement. Once the success of the line was proved (it soon carried passengers as well as coal), railway companies started springing up around the country. Engineers used English technology and English iron to build the lines – that’s why, with a few exceptions, French trains on twin tracks still run on the left-hand side. A small railway boom started; however, unlike in England, lines were primarily built to and from Paris rather than between other cities because industrial development in France was not nearly as advanced as in Britain. The first lines from Paris ran to St Germain (1837) and to Rouen and Orléans (1842). Commercial success was limited as most trains carried little freight and were primarily commuter lines to and from the capital; they were largely nationalistic projects to keep up with the old enemy in England.


Then, in 1842, French opposition politician Adolphe Thiers argued that the state needed to take control. A compromise was forged, balancing the advantages of the laissez-faire British system and the strict state control of the Belgian system. Train lines were franchised out to six railway companies. State engineers would plan and build the tracks and bridges, while these companies would manage the locomotives, rolling stock and timetabling. Some private companies still built railway lines in the provinces without going through government, but they became fewer and further between. The French engineers were educated by the state. Their railways enabled fast industrial growth from the mid-1840s onwards. Because the lines were run by the state, they were not nearly as vulnerable to financial shocks. As industrialisation accelerated in the second half of the century, the speed of trains captured the public imagination. Émile Zola’s novel La Bête Humaine centres on the madness of a train engineer in the face of inhumane technological change. And yet the biggest weakness of the French system was a traditional one: most lines led to Paris, because the French believed Paris was not only the centre of France, but all Europe.


Meanwhile, Germany’s railways were beginning to take shape. However, they were established very differently to those in France. Throughout most of the nineteenth century, Germany did not exist – in its place was a scattering of smaller states. Some railway lines were built by the private sector and others were run by the various duchies, particularly in the south. The Prussian railway system was private at first and then nationalised in the middle of the century, but the railways in Germany amounted to a network of lines criss-crossing the country. During the Franco-Prussian war in 1870, Prussia’s prime minister Bismarck found the railways system gave the country a great strategic advantage: the east–west train lines meant troops and military hardware could be moved easily to France’s border and then Prussian troops could seize control of the French railway lines to besiege and occupy Paris.


When Bismarck united Germany after the war, he implemented the lesson. Not only did having a government-controlled rail network unite the country and drive Germany’s later industrial revolution – joining up the Ruhr mining districts and iron production to ports like Hamburg – but railways allowed Germany to wrest military and strategic dominance from France. For instance, the railway line built from Strasbourg to Wörth in 1876 joined the coalfields of Alsace–Lorraine (French before the Franco-Prussian war) with Germany, rubbing salt in the wounds of French defeat. A totally nationalised rail system was in place until the early twentieth century and helped Germany move troops in the First and Second World Wars.


But railways in Germany have an even darker association, which may explain the country’s embrace of high-speed rail. The Nazi regime used the old trains to ferry millions of Jews, Roma, gay and disabled people to extermination camps in Poland. Until the advent of high-speed rail in 1991, long-distance cross-country railway routes in Germany and across Europe still carried echoes from that time. The Platform 17 Memorial, erected in 1998 in Berlin, was Deutsche Bahn’s attempt to come to terms with the role played by German railways in the Holocaust.


Europe’s different cultural history explains why politicians and governments have wanted greater control over railways than in Britain and have subsequently invested in training engineers and developing railway technology. Creating a truly European network, a long-time dream of the European Commission, has been trickier, with individual countries still keen to cling on to their national railways. There was some hope that the Ukraine war and the broader Russian threat might prompt European cities to look at their railway connections more strategically, but unstable governments, the Covid pandemic and the rise in the cost of borrowing made progress slow. In fact, Deutsche Bahn, in which the German state is still a majority shareholder, is now an international company running trains all over the world, including in Britain, and has overextended itself so much that domestic services no longer run on time. A source of national pride has become a vehicle of shame.
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