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low winter sunshine. Other ‘trademarks’ were 
locomotives in action rather than at rest and trains 
in the landscape rather than being tightly framed 
front three quarters views. With Trevor being a 
prolific and a very early adopter of colour film, the 
results of his work are some of the best images 
of the UK railway scene that we can enjoy today 
and the fact that we can do this is down to the 
photographer having had the foresight to place his 
work in the Colour-Rail Collection. In association 
with Colour-Rail, Pendragon Publishing now 
brings you this wonderful selection of some 250 
classic Trevor Owen images of the steam railway 
in 1950s and 1960s.
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The standing invitation for guest editorials is this month taken up 
by regular Backtrack contributor ALISTAIR F. NISBET. His subject of 
railway company rivalries and territorial disputes is touched on later in 
the magazine.

Are you an avid supporter of a pre-existing (as car and house salesmen 
say nowadays) railway company and is it a pre- or post-grouping 
one? That there are many people who have such an attachment 
cannot be in doubt for one only has to think for a moment about 
the various heritage railways and museums which are devoted in the 
main to one particular company – for example the Great Western 
Society at Didcot. Then, of course, there are the various line societies 
which tend to devote their activities to researching and recording 
the activities of their particular railway company and its successors in 
title. For myself I am a member of three of the latter – the Caledonian 
Railway Association, the North British Railway Study Group and the 
Great Eastern Railway Society.
 If your, or my, support goes to a pre-grouping company I 
sometimes ask myself why this should be – there can be few, if 
any, folk alive who can actually recall seeing the said company in 
its former incarnation. To be fair, one should probably exclude the 
Great Western Railway from this since there was little outward sign 
of change to either locomotives, trains or infrastructure on either side 
of 1st January 1923.
 For me my interest in the North British stems back to my earliest 
days when locomotives from this company passed the windows 
of my then home daily, while in later years I ‘discovered’ a number 
of former Caledonian branch lines. Living for three years in Suffolk 
introduced me to some of the branches there although most had 
long since closed to all traffic.
 In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it was not just 
the railway enthusiast who might regard other companies as the 
rivals, however, for some seemed to be almost at each other’s throats 
metaphorically for decades, while some of the earlier companies 
saw any incursion into what they regarded (as do some present-day 
authors too!) as ‘their’ territory and, irrespective of what may have 
been legislated for, they were unwilling to give the ‘enemy’ access to 
their tracks with the result that gangs of navvies were known to have 
torn up the rival’s rails as soon as they were laid. In some cases this 
led to pitched battles – who has not heard of the events at Havant 
when the South Western sought to connect to the Brighton’s tracks? 
Once tempers had been calmed and common sense prevailed, most 
of these disputes were resolved, if not amicably.

 One particularly long feud did not actually came to physical 
blows but was certainly maintained at all sorts of levels right up to the 
highest management. This was between the Caledonian and North 
British Railways and may well have originated around the time the 
Caledonian amalgamated with various other companies – the NBR 
had similarly absorbed others and was to continue to do so until the 
turn of the twentieth century. The trouble seems to have stemmed 
from the Act by which the Caley absorbed the Scottish North 
Eastern, for this granted the North British running powers over all 
the former SNER tracks. Some of the antagonism manifested itself in 
sheer bloody-minded obstruction such as when Perth Town Council 
opened a new gasworks and the Caledonian’s local officials refused 
to allow the NB’s locomotive and its train access to the new sidings. It 
took an increasingly bitter set of exchanges between the two General 
Managers to resolve the issue.
 The Dundee Advertiser carried a column in August 1897 about 
these local railway rivalries when the Caledonian announced it was 
to resume running traffic over the Montrose and Bervie line – an 
article in Backtrack some years ago recorded how the two companies’ 
employees clashed at local level over this. The Advertiser’s columnist 
found it singular that the two leading Scottish companies were both 
showing “a more than tender care and interest in each other’s branch 
lines” – the North British had recently announced it was to open 
parcel and passenger booking offices at Laurencekirk, Blairgowrie, 
Forfar, Brechin and Kirriemuir even though it only ever ran goods 
services over the various branches involved.
 The hope was that this would pave the way to improving 
communications between the “places of importance in Forfarshire, 
Perthshire, Kincardineshire and even to the West”. History shows 
that generally this did not happen and the newspaper suggested 
that the rivals “now spending money in the enemy’s territory might 
have more profitably improved services on their own lines in these 
shires” as well as elsewhere. The North British Railway was promising 
“material improvements in the railway service” and it would be 
interesting to learn what that really meant.
 Maybe readers can come up with more tales of local rivalries and 
their effects in other parts of the country?

Alistair F. Nisbet

The offer to make this space available for guest editorials remains open 
for any readers who would like to present themselves with a point of 
view to put forward... Ed.
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SR L1 Class 4-4-0 No.31786 at 
Tonbridge locomotive depot, 
well cleaned for special duty on 

11th June 1961. (R. C. Riley)
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above: Class 5 4‑6‑0 No.44909 passes under the Bletchley flyover with down coal empties 
on 8th February 1964. The massive concrete structure was completed in 1962 to allow 
freight trains to avoid the station and connect with the east‑west route between 
Cambridge and Oxford. It became something of a ‘white elephant’ with the decline in the 
volume of goods traffic and closure of much of the cross‑country route.

below: LMS ‘Jubilee’ 4‑6‑0 No.45604 Ceylon takes a last swig of water on Bushey troughs 
as it heads towards the capital with the 7.30am Birmingham New Street–Euston on 23rd 
November 1963. These were the southernmost troughs on the West Coast route, around 
sixteen miles from London.

The southern end of the West 
Coast Main Line photographed 
by DAVID IDLE in the last 
years before electrification 

transformed the route.

BEYOND
EUSTON
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above: Of the two London locomotive 
depots Camden closed in 1962 but the 
larger shed at Willesden continued in 
use until September 1965. A visit on 8th 
March 1964 found LMS Ivatt Class 2 2‑6‑2T 
No.41239 undergoing maintenance.

below: On 16th May 1964 one of the two pioneering LMS 1,600hp diesel‑electrics 
No.10001 is seen dropping down Camden bank with the stock of the 10.10am Euston–
Perth and Blackpool. Built by English Electric and introduced in 1947, Nos.10000/1 
were Britain’s first main line diesels and provided valuable experience for the British 
Railways Modernisation Plan which lay ahead. No.10000 had already been withdrawn 
at the end of 1963 but No.10001 held out until 1966.



top: The combination of 
overhead wires and water 
troughs seems improbable, 
but the newly-hung wires 
won’t be live yet and the 
troughs have been left in 
place until steam working 
comes to an end. Caprotti 
‘Black Five’ No.44744 
has the scoop down on 
Castlethorpe troughs 
while heading the 3.00pm 
Euston–Northampton on 
30th July 1963.

middle: Rebuilt ‘Patriot’ 4-6-0 
No.45512 Bunsen burns 
at Bletchley with a parcels 
train on the same day as 
above.

bottom: The electrification 
structures are in place but 
not yet the wires as BR 
‘Britannia’ Pacific No.70024 
Vulcan hurries past Hunton 
Bridge, south of King’s 
Langley, on 22nd June 1963.



above: Euston is in the throes of the great demolition and 
reconstruction programme of the 1960s which swept away 
icons like the Doric Arch and the Great Hall and from the 
ruins brought us…well, what we’ve had to live with ever 
since. Yet amidst all that disorder the railway managed to 
carry on working and BR Class 2 2‑6‑0 No.78039 finds a way 
out with empty stock on 13th June 1964.

below: Willesden shed has only another month to go and on 8th 
August 1965 Class 2 No.78003 has time to ponder on what the 
future might hold for it; a move to Nuneaton would be the answer. 
Passing across the background on the brick viaduct is the North 
London line; beyond that and dwarfed by the cooling tower a 
Type 2 diesel‑electric is on a short engineering train from which 
something is being unloaded.



Yes, you did read the title correctly and 
no, this is not an article about traction 
engines but about railway locomotives. 

Not like in The Titfield Thunderbolt film where 
a plywood mock-up of a Great Western 0-4-2 
tank mounted on a lorry went running through 
darkened village streets but real live steam ones. 
Now, imagine if you will, what you might have 
thought if you had come across, as a youngster 
of about seven or eight, a man with a red flag 
stopping the traffic on a main street whereupon 
an apparition would come bustling through a 
gap in a wall and set off apparently along the 
road. Well, this used to be a daily occurrence in 
one of Scotland’s cities (and no doubt in other 
places too) where at varying times during the 

day the traffic in Dundee’s South Union Street 
would be stopped, whereupon said apparition 
would burst forth from behind a set of iron 
gates. What an apparition it was too, being 
by the 1950s at least a rather squat former 
North British Railway 0-4-0ST complete with 
a basket-shaped spark arrester at the top of its 
stovepipe chimney and an auxiliary wooden 
tender (described in official documents as 
‘runners’) laden with coal.
 The engine would then proceed at a stately 
pace across the road to pass on to the quayside 
tracks where it was a great event to see one of 
these ‘road engines’ at work. I remember such 
events quite well myself but probably not as 
well as David Shand who was one such wee 

Road
Engine
    The

By ALISTAIR F. NISBET

Dundee East was the city’s third station 
and can be seen in the background 
behind NBR Y9 0‑4‑0ST No.68110, 
complete with auxiliary tender and 
1950s version of the ‘Smiley Face’, as it 
ventures forth along Dock Street on 7th 
May 1955. All this has now been cleared 
away and forms part of Arnold Clark’s 
car showrooms. (G. M. Staddon/N. Stead 
Collection)

A road engine at home – a very scruffy 
and unkempt looking LNER No.8110 
(built Cowlairs Works 1891) is parked at 
Dundee shed without an auxiliary tender. 
(RCTS Collection)
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boy who grew up seeing these almost daily; he 
has told me that when he was still at primary 
school it seemed quite normal to see the “little 
pugs creeping their way along the streets and 
vanishing through the Arch.”
 To David they never seemed to be pulling 
anything other than their wooden tender 
although for my part I recall seeing various 
mineral wagons attached to them. He thought 
they were all fitted with tea strainers on top of 
their chimneys, although this of course was the 
spark arrester – very necessary when working 
amongst piles of timber and bales of flammable 
material which, at that time, were the staple 
cargoes handled at the Harbour.

 All this could happen at varying times 
of the day and the engines were capable of a 
surprising turn of speed when it was required, 
even though they only had 3ft wheels and no 
means of stopping other than steam and hand 
brakes. ‘Road Engine’ was a family name for 
them rather than any kind of official term, of 
course.

Habitat
I propose in this short article to look at the 
habitats in which these particular Road 
Engines were generally to be found and how 
they were worked as described in various 
official documents. They were not the only 

locations and examples could be found in many 
other places too – the accompanying table lists 
those places that I have been able to track 
down so far.
 Throughout the whole of the British Isles 
there were many ports and harbours which 
were rail connected and some had quite 
extensive rail systems of their own, perhaps 
the best known being those operated by the 
Port of London Authority and the Mersey 
Docks & Harbour Board. Nevertheless there 
were a good many others which, although 
they were owned by various Commissions 
and Trusts, had actually been worked by one 
of the main line railway companies and, of 
course, later by British Railways. Special Rules 
and Regulations applied to these lines and, of 
course, the crews who worked there had to be 
fully conversant with these as well as with the 
usual railway rules.
 Some of these ports or harbours were 
located very close to the centre of the city and 
Dundee was one of these whilst Aberdeen 
further up the east coast was another. In 
both cases much of the city’s rail systems are 
but a distant memory with little remaining 
to show what once had been an extensive 
network. It is with Dundee’s Harbour area 
that this article will be concerned but similar 
regulations applied at many other locations, all 
being concerned with the safety of the public, 
together with those who worked in and around 
the area and of course the cargoes. In Dundee’s 
case the flammable material was the huge 
bales of raw jute which were imported from 
the Bengal area of India and timber from the 
Baltic.

The spark arrester on No.68100 looks 
very like it is going to part company with 
the chimney as its owner shunts some 
wagons across Dock Street. (G. C. Bett/
courtesy The Transport Treasury)

One of Dundee Corporation’s single decker buses heads for Johnson Terrace as Y9 
No.68107 with its auxiliary tender trundles a single wagon along Shore Terrace. 
(Jim Page Collection)
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The Harbour
To set the scene, Dundee is built on a hillside 
rising away from Scotland’s greatest river, the 
Tay, and it used to be said that if you couldn’t 
find your way in the city you should just go 
downhill and you will come to the river from 
where you could start again. At the beginning 
of the nineteenth century the port was simply 
a small tidal basin with rubble breakwaters, 
together with a small landing wharf, all of 
which were considerably enhanced over 
the next 100 years or so. In 1815 an Act of 
Parliament placed the Harbour under the 
control of Commissioners who improved and 
developed the port, the works being designed 
by Thomas Telford, with the West Graving 
Dock being one of the first improvements; 
it opened on Christmas Eve 1823 followed 
almost two years later by the King William IV 
Dock. The Harbour was originally destined to 
revert to the Town Council‘s ownership in 1836 
but six years before this the Commissioners 
sought, and obtained on 17th June 1830, a new 
Act to create Harbour Trustees who would 
administer the facilities in perpetuity. They 

were responsible for providing buoys and 
pilots for the Tay Estuary from its mouth to 
about three miles up river from the town. In 
practice virtually all the Trustees tended to be 
drawn from the town’s councillors.
 There had been an extensive weaving 
industry in the city for many years, it being 
a principal source of sail canvas for the Royal 
Navy, and in the early part of the nineteenth 
century a shipment of jute had been brought 
from India but it was found to be too difficult 
to work because of its coarseness. Eventually a 
fine yarn was produced in 1835, the secret lying 
in the application of whale oil, and working 
this rapidly became a staple part of the city’s 
industry; demand for the oil also led to Dundee 
becoming the UK’s leading whaling port. 
Many millionaires were created and much of 
the mid-west of the United States was opened 
up by the investment of Dundee money. The 
Crimean War boosted the industry when the 
supply of flax from Russia (for the production 
of linen) dried up and with its expansion, 
and that of the whaling trade, the existing 
facilities were soon found to be inadequate. 
Although the walls of the Victoria Dock were 
constructed in 1848 alongside the recently-built 
Dundee & Arbroath Railway’s (D&AR) Trades 
Lane terminus, inertia then set in and nothing 
further was done for another 30 years; the dock 
remained tidal, becoming filled with mud and 

superannuated rotting hulks.
 With a fleet of 70 to 80 fully rigged 
ships based locally by 1862, work started on 
building the Camperdown Dock, named for 
the Battle of Camperdown at which the local 
son Admiral Duncan had defeated the Dutch 
Navy. This dock was completed in 1865 and 
in 1869 powers were granted to construct a 
tidal basin and entrance to it. Even then work 
on the Victoria Dock stagnated until, at long 
last, it was formally opened in 1875 by the Earl 
of Strathmore. The landward side of the King 
William IV Dock was dominated by the Royal 
Arch which had been erected to commemorate 
Queen Victoria’s visit to the city.
 Later improvements came in 1899 when the 
Harbour Engineer recommended a new Tidal 
Basin together with a new wharf on the river 
frontage to the east of the Camperdown Dock. 
It was started in 1913 and when completed 
was equipped with rails and cranes; a further 
extension was partially opened in 1926. Electric 
capstans moved wagons when no locomotive 
was available.

Railway installations
The first railway in Dundee was the Dundee 
& Newtyle Railway (D&N) at its Ward Road 
station from which in the 1830s rails were laid 
through various streets to the Harbour area; 
here the Harbour Trustees built a line alongside 

BACKTRACK

On 5th October 1962 J37 0‑6‑0 No.64600 
has ventured across to the sidings near 
Camperdown Junction to collect a lift 
of wagons which the shunter is in the 
process of coupling up. (C. C. Thorburn)
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the Earl Grey Dock and let it to the company. 
It came into use in February 1837 and was 
worked by horse power, a maximum speed of 
3mph being permitted; steam locomotives had, 
however, been used on other parts of the D&N 
since 1833.
 In 1836 the Dundee & Arbroath Railway’s 
(D&A) Act allowed them to lay tracks, with 
the Trustees’ consent, within the Harbour 
lands to the west of Carolina Port to complete 
the route to its then terminus. There was a 
proviso that the Harbour Trustees had to 
have started building a railway to Trades 
Lane and have completed it within two years 
of the Act otherwise the D&A could do so at 
the Trustees’ expense. This new track, built 
to the D&A’s gauge of 5ft 6in, came into use 
on 2nd April 1840 and eventually a single line 
ran the full length of Dock Street from the 
D&A terminus to the western boundary of 
the Harbour Trustees’ property, being built 
under the provisions of the third company to 
serve the town – the Dundee & Perth (D&P) 
Railway’s Act of 1845. The D&P also used 

tracks along the north side of the Harbour but 
its were to the standard gauge of 4ft 8½in; 
after various amalgamations had taken place 
the other companies’ tracks were re-gauged 
and eventually all came into the Caledonian 
Railway’s fold.
 For a short time after the Trades Lane 
station was opened passenger services were 
operated along Dock Street, worked by horses, 
restricted to 4mph and preceded by a man with 
a red flag. Seemingly some lengthy trains were 
worked this way but the service was short 
lived. After numerous complaints about its 
facilities, or lack of them, Trades Lane was 
replaced by a new station, Dundee East, opened 
a couple of hundred yards to the east on 14th 
December 1851. To achieve this the eastern end 
of Dock Street had to be diverted to the north 
to avoid encroaching further on the Harbour 
property. The route from Carolina Port to the 
East station remained Harbour Trust property 
until 1907.
 Over the years a number of proposals were 
made for improving Dock Street, including a 

viaduct linking the East and West stations 
but nothing ever materialised; the Baillies and 
other Town Councillors objected strongly to 
this idea, concluding that the interests of the 
town and community would be interfered with, 
particularly the properties belonging to the 
Burgh; the suggestion that locomotives should 
be used instead of horses received similar 
short shrift. At a Harbour Trustees’ meeting 
in March 1849 it was said that locomotive 
power would be safer than horse haulage, 
going at the same speed, as the engine could be 
stopped more promptly than could a horse and 
a horse could not back a train; nevertheless it 
was some years before there was a change of 
attitude in spite of Messrs. Shiell and Small, the 
secretaries to the Dundee, Perth & Aberdeen 
Junction Railway, saying that “an engine has 
been fitted up on the Perth line, which they 
would show to the Trustees from halfpast 
nine o’clock in the morning until six in the 
evening, in order that they might be convinced 
no damage would arise from fire, though it ran 
along said street”.
 One of the Trustees, a Mr. Miln, said a 
locomotive engine was not such a dangerous 
monster as some seemed to think but a machine, 
when worked at a slow rate, more docile than 
a horse. He proposed that a committee should 
be set up to consider “the present mode of 
working the line of railway along Dock Street 
between the Perth and Arbroath stations and 
to report whether it would be safe to permit the 
use of locomotives along that line in place of 
haulage by horses”.
 Some curious arguments were advanced 
against the proposal – one Bailie said it was 
totally uncalled for and would prove a very 
great nuisance to the town, meaning that a train 
moving at two or three miles an hour might 
cause people to have to wait for up to twenty 
minutes to cross the street. Another asked if 
locomotive traffic was to take place at all hours 
without any fence to protect the public? He felt 
that Dock Street was already much too narrow 
for regular locomotive-hauled traffic – it is 
not clear how or why he thought this would 
take up more room than a horse-drawn train. 
In time all these arguments were set aside and 
locomotive haulage was introduced.
 The Harbour area eventually boasted an 
extensive railway system, stretching for more 

The dumb buffers and three-link coupling are very evident in this shot of No.68100 at 
rest at Dundee shed. (P. H. Groom)



than three linear miles, and laid with more than 
fourteen miles of actual tracks including short 
branches into various industrial premises; 
these included two shipyards. To the east of 
Camperdown Junction the Harbour Rails, as 
they were officially known, ran parallel to the 
main line tracks to serve a tar manufacturer 
and, after the 1920s, the Corporation Electricity 
Works which had been constructed at Carolina 
Port. Tracks ran along the western and 
northern sides of the Earl Grey Dock, through 
the Royal Arch and between the King William 
IV and Earl Grey Docks as far as the lock gates 
at the entrance to the latter. In some places 
there was very little separating the quayside, 
the rail tracks and the rest of Dock Street, 
simply a series of iron stakes driven into the 
granite setts with a chain strung between them. 
Tracks were laid on both sides of the chains 
and in the 1950s the Dundee Corporation buses 
straddled the rails at stops on their way to the 
central stance at Shore Terrace. Located on 
the north side of Dock Street at the rear of the 
City Hall, this was cleared away when Tayside 
House was erected in the 1970s and ironically 
this itself was demolished in 2012 as part of 
a regeneration scheme for the waterfront. 
The rails at the harbour were, where they 
formed part of the roadway, of the tramway 
type set into the cobbles with some very tight, 

almost 90 degree, curves at the corners of the 
individual docks.

Main line connections
The Harbour Rails were originally accessed 
at no fewer than five points from the lines of 
the two main line companies – initially the 
predecessors to the Caledonian (CR) and later 
the North British (NBR); the first, at Roodyards, 
soon became disused, leaving the only eastern 
access at Camperdown East Junction which 
became available after the Tay Bridge station 
was opened in June 1878; the tunnel was 
located just to the east of where the line from 
the new station emerges from the Dock Street 
Tunnel on a steep incline to meet the existing 
D&A line from the East station. The Harbour 
connection was on the up side hard by a level 
crossing for road traffic between East Dock 
Street and Camperdown Street – the latter was 
part of the Harbour estate.
 There had originally only been one main 
line connection at the western end, from the 
Caledonian’s goods yards, but with the advent 
of the Tay Bridge the NBR could reach the 
city over its own tracks and soon installed 
a harbour connection from its yard as well. 
These two had the greater potential to impact 
on road traffic in the city: in the early part of 
the twentieth century the Dundee Corporation 

electric tramway ran down South Union Street 
to Craig Pier (for the ferry across the Tay to 
Newport) and therefore crossed both harbour 
access routes. The NBR’s access had been 
an extension of a siding located between its 
goods shed and the parapet wall to the Tay 
Bridge station in its cutting and crossed the 
road diagonally more or less where the traffic 
queued for the ferry. The company was made 
aware of the problems this caused, particularly 
when a few wagons of river sand and other 
traffic had been left there, and eventually 
the decision was made that its traffic would 
only be worked via Camperdown Junction. 
At some unknown date the line across South 
Union Street was lifted completely although a 
truncated portion of the siding remained in the 
goods yard area until June 1985.
 The Caledonian’s line was the one 
which was mentioned at the beginning of 
this article and this began as double track 
shortly before and on the south side of the 
West station, running between the passenger 
and goods stations, the southernmost line 
terminating shortly before the site boundary. 
The other continued through a set of iron 
gates, performing a short ‘S’-shaped curve 
across South Union Street to reach West Dock 
Street. After the West station was closed in 
1965 the rails remained in place behind the 
iron gate, albeit with a large baulk of timber 
acting as a stop block about 50 yards back 
from it, until the site was cleared to make way 
for West Marketgait, part of a new inner ring 
road. Traffic thereafter was worked solely via 
Camperdown Junction.

Bye-Laws, Rules and Regulations
Over the years the Harbour Trustees made 
numerous bye-laws for the regulation of almost 
everything which happened within the harbour 
area, covering far more than simply how the 
railway lines should be operated. Long before 
the advent of the Road Engines there were very 
detailed regulations about trains being attended 

Dundee shed’s No.68123 seems to be taking a break alongside the East station – 
note the stretch of sleepered track at the side of Dock Street. (G. C. Bett/courtesy The 
Transport Treasury)

J37 No.64600 is preparing to move a 
train of wagons away from the harbour 
towards Camperdown Junction signal 
box on 5th October 1962. A close 
inspection reveals that the solitary 
open wagon is not off the rails, as it first 
appears, but the nearer wheels are on 
the rail which forms the edge of the road 
surface. (C. C. Thorburn)
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by conductors or policemen, including where 
each of these gentlemen should be positioned 
and what lights were to be carried after dark:
 “From sunset to sunrise the Trains must 
be provided with four lights, placed in a 
conspicuous manner, viz:- One in front of the 
Train, another behind and one on each side. 
No Train, single Carriage, or Waggon will be 
permitted to stand on the line, excepting in 
unavoidable circumstances or when it may be 
intended to turn the carriage or waggon from 
the main line to the offsets connected with the 
Docks, which operation must be performed 
with the utmost despatch. All Waggons loading 
or unloading goods on offsets at any part of the 
Docks or Harbour must be immediately taken 
away on being loaded or unloaded; but the 
Superintendent of Harbour police may, in his 
discretion, permit empty waggons to remain 
for a reasonable time if expected to be required 
for loading goods.”
 Once the North British gained access to 
the former D&A lines a joint company was 
formed to work the traffic and it then became 
necessary to determine who would actually 
work the harbour rails as well as the main lines. 
Thus for many years an Agreement between 
the Caledonian and North British ensured that 
locomotives and crews for working on the 
whole of the Dundee & Arbroath Joint lines, 
including in and around the Harbour area, were 
provided by the two companies in alternate 
years. In 1922 the NBR’s Instructions said:
 “Working at Dundee Docks. Caledonian 
Company and North British Company will 
each provide one engine and two sets of men 
permanently for Dundee Dock working. 
Caledonian and North British Companies will 
provide one engine and one set of men (two 
when required) for Dundee Docks, working 
each alternate year – the North British 
Company providing as from 1 January 1922, 
the Caledonian Company taking over the 
working for the next year on the 1st January 
1923 and each alternate year thereafter.”
 In practice more than one engine was 
required with sometimes as many as three 
or four in action at once. These biennial 
arrangements continued with the London 
Midland & Scottish and London & North 
Eastern Railways supplying locomotives and 
crews until the 1930s when the LMS opted to 
leave the work solely to the LNER. The British 
Railways October 1960 edition of the Sectional 
Appendix included an updated version of all 
the Regulations affecting the railway and 
a selection of these follows, all having been 
drawn up by the Trustees and approved by 
the Sheriff of the County of Angus:
1. Small and light locomotive engines, approved 
by the Harbour Engineer, shall be used in the 
conduct of traffic.
2. Coke, or a mixture of coke and coal only (not 
more than fifty per cent of coal) shall be used 
for such engines – the use of other fuel being 
expressly prohibited. The engines shall not be 
allowed within the sheds except where rails are 
laid down for their passage.
3. An iron grating, or other spark arrester, 
approved of by the Harbour Engineer, shall 
at all times be kept on the funnel of each 
engine, and shall be renewed or repaired when 
necessary, so as to be kept in good order and 
sufficient for its purpose.
6. When a locomotive or train is required to 
pass from the main line to the reception sidings 

at Camperdown Junction, or vice versa, or to 
make a shunting movement in the reception 
sidings, a qualified engine pilotman, wearing 
a red cap shall walk in advance to warn all 
persons to keep out of danger. The engine 
driver must not proceed until the pilotman is 
walking in advance.
10. The use of locomotive engines shall 
continue during the pleasure of the Trustees 
only.
11. The engine driver and engine pilotmen 
are on no account to leave wagons on public 
crossings, or in or near the sheds so as to 
prevent the shed doors from shutting.

It will be noted that the right to use locomotives 
was still within the gift of the Trustees.
 Instructions had been given by the 
Manager of the Dundee & Arbroath Joint Line 
that when a train for the Harbour arrived at 
Camperdown Junction all the incoming wagons 
were to be left on the sidings to the south of the 
tunnel wall, or in some other convenient place, 
before any outgoing wagons could be coupled 
to the engine; in every case they had to be clear 
of the level crossing. No train was permitted 
to stand for any length of time opposite the 
level crossing and footbridge at Camperdown 
Junction, particularly at mealtimes or when 
the dock workers would be going to and from 
work. The Harbour Foreman was required to 
report any instances where these instructions 
were not strictly adhered to by the men in 
charge of the trains to the Harbour and “the 
men at fault will be dealt with”. Occasionally 
the crossing keeper at Camperdown Junction 
was required to act as the ‘red cap’ pilotman.

In trouble
Mostly these Regulations provided for safe 
operations but there would always be the odd 
occasion when things did not go quite as they 
should have. For instance, the Dundee Courier 
of 1st August 1900 carried a report about “a 
case of considerable interest to carters and 
railway servants employed about the Harbour” 
which had been heard before Bailie Robertson 
in the Dundee Police Court the previous day. 
William Graham, a railway engine driver, was 

charged with contravening the Harbour bye-
laws by failing to have a properly qualified 
pilotman, wearing a red cap, walking in front 
of his train as it passed along Camperdown 
Street. A lorry driver gave evidence that on 
25th June he had gone to load three bales of jute 
at Camperdown Dock and as he left the shed he 
“observed a train of wagons coming eastwards 
right upon him”.
 He had started his horse and tried to get 
clear of the rails but the wagons hit the lorry, 
breaking the back axle and knocking one of the 
wheels off. He himself was thrown against the 
back wall of the shed and suffered a fractured 
left arm and head and facial injuries. He had 
not seen William Mair, the shunter who should 
have been in front of the wagons, and two other 
witnesses agreed that Mair was alongside the 
buffers of the first wagon. This was denied by 
the defence witnesses who claimed that Mair 
warned both the engine driver and the lorry 
driver. After some hours Bailie Robertson 
found the charge proven and imposed a fine of 
ten shillings or three days in prison on Driver 
Graham.

Locomotives
The Caledonian had used its small 0-4-0ST 
‘Pugs’ of which Nos.16001/03/13 (LMS 
numbering) were allocated to Dundee in 1923. 
So far as the North British was concerned it 
had also used 0-4-0STs, known to the LNER 
as the Y9 Class, and these lasted right into BR 
days, a number of them being based at the Tay 
Bridge shed specifically for this purpose. Built 
between 1882 and 1899 at Cowlairs Works 
under the direction of Matthew Holmes, they 
had been designed for use on sharply curved 
lines and sidings, so were ideal for Harbour and 
Docks duties. Like the Caledonian equivalents 
they had very short wheelbases which allowed 
them to navigate the tight curves. In 1923 there 
were three Y9s based at Dundee shed and 
generally thereafter there were three or four of 
them including:
At 31st December 1947: Nos.8100/7/8/14/23
During 1954: Nos.68100/3/8/10/14/23
Apparently a Y1 Class Sentinel shunter had 
been tried out briefly in 1927 but it must 

No.68123 forms the filling in a wagon sandwich in Dock Street, Dundee, on 18th 
September 1954. (G. Pearson/George Bett Collection)
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have been unsuccessful for it was quickly 
transferred away again.
 Both the engine and supplementary 
wooden tender were fitted with dumb 
buffers. Some of the engines were secured 
permanently to their runners by couplings 
bolted to both engine and tender. If any 
engines were sent to the Harbour area without 
such permanent fixings it was laid down 
in the special instructions regarding ‘Dock 
Shunting Engines’ that side chains were to be 
provided and it was mandatory for them to be 
connected up when the engine and tender were 
running on main lines. The sharp curves in the 
Harbour area may well have required these to 
be slackened off or disconnected altogether, 
however. Occasionally the engine was also 
required to shunt in the various yards (East, 
West and Tay Bridge) before or after working 
trips to the Harbour.
 In the winter of 1952 Dundee shed’s Duty 
No.90 was something of a catch-all one, for the 
locomotive rostered for trips to and from the 
Harbour Branch could also be found “shunting 
in Goods and Mineral yards as required” as 
well as assisting trains from the Tay Bridge 
station up the bank through the tunnel to 
Camperdown Junction. Trip workings from 
the Tay Bridge Yard to the Harbour were 
to be made at 6.30am, 10.30am, 2.30pm and 
5.45pm with the return journeys being at about 
7.20am, 11.20am, 3.30pm and 6.20pm. An extra 
trip was made on Saturdays at 4.00pm from 
Dundee West with the return journey being to 
Tay Bridge yard.
 A note required whichever engine was on 
this duty to be in traffic from 12.30am Monday 
to 10.00pm on Saturday; it left the Tay Bridge 
Yard at 5.00am to work across via Buckingham 
Junction to Dundee West Yard, returning to 
the Tay Bridge Yard with incoming traffic for 
Dundee East and the Harbour. This was to go 
forward on the 6.30am trip working. The type 
of engine to be used on these transfer jobs was 
not actually laid down in the WTT but from 
memory the traffic via Camperdown Junction 
would probably have been in the charge 
of a former NBR J83 0-6-0T, quite possibly 
No.68483. Later on larger engines, such as J37s 
and even on occasion a WD 2-8-0, could be 

seen on these workings although they were not 
allowed to go any further into the Harbour area 
than the exchange sidings at Camperdown 
Junction.
 Eventually it was decided that the Y9s 
were really becoming rather antiquated 
and past their use-by date and so they were 
superseded on some of the Harbour duties by 

small diesel locomotives of what was later 
known as Class 06. A road tractor fitted with 
a large buffer beam and coupling hooks also 
appeared for a while; an additional duty for 
it was to position wagons for the adjacent 
gasworks.

The scene nowadays
The Royal Arch was demolished and the Earl 
Grey and King William IV Docks, together 
with the Tidal Harbour, were all closed and 
filled in during 1964, to make way for the Tay 
Road Bridge landfall works. The last workings 
to the remaining stubs of the railways around 
the Victoria Dock and Briggs’s refinery 
finished in the early 1980s although the exact 
date does not seem to be recorded. The Victoria 
Dock, which had taken so long to complete, 
survives as the home of the Unicorn, a former 
Royal Navy wooden-walled ship and the 
second oldest vessel still afloat anywhere in 
the world, and the former Abertay Lightship. 
Like the railways and the harbour rails the 
jute industry has all vanished but can be 
remembered in the Verdant Works Museum, 
while the remaining jute and timber storage 
sheds at the Victoria Dock were converted 
to an ‘outlet’ type of shopping centre; most 
have now become offices apart from a Chinese 
restaurant, an Indian buffet-style one and a 
pizza carry-out. Apart from a few surviving 
rails embedded in the cobbled road there is 
now no evidence that the area was ever home 
to the Road Engines.

BACKTRACK

Interim replacement for the Y9s – a road tractor hauls a wagon across South Union 
Street towards the entrance to the former Caledonian goods yard on 7th August 1961. 
A metal bar serves as a coupling of sorts. (C. C. Thorburn)

That new-fangled NBL diesel-hydraulic shunter has been parked alongside the cutting 
from the Tay Bridge station to Camperdown Junction: No.11703 of 1955, later D2703. 
(Historical Model Railway Society)

Deptford Grove Road with former LBSCR D1 0-4-2T No.2215 squeezing past a parked 
van. (Peter Dunn Collection)
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Other haunts for Road Engines
As already suggested, Dundee was not the only 
location where railways ran through the streets 
although not necessarily in connection with 
maritime workings. Some of those other places 
which have been suggested to me as locations 
where Road Engines could be found are listed 
in the accompanying table although this might 
not be complete – equally it might include some 
places where the rails merely crossed roads 
rather than ran along them. Of course if readers 
know of other locations or can quote chapter 
and verse that some of these did not host such 
track, then please pass these on via the Editor.
 The Dundee Harbour Trustees seem to have 
felt aggrieved by the railway companies over 
their attitude regarding rents or tolls for in 1908 
they had made enquiries about how the other 
dock railways in Scotland were worked with the 
following results:
Glasgow. There were 22 miles of lines which 
had been laid and were maintained by the Clyde 
Navigation Trust. The lines were worked by 
the Caledonian, North British and Glasgow & 
South Western Railways under Parliamentary 
authority and paid statutory tolls according 
to distance and the character of the goods. 
The Clyde Trustees owned no locomotives or 
wagons themselves.
Greenock. There were eight miles worked 
by the same three railway companies while the 
tracks were laid and maintained by the Trustees 
who charged the companies irrespective of 
distance.
Leith. Here there were twenty miles of 
track, laid and maintained by the Harbour 
Commissioners and worked by the CR and NBR.
Aberdeen. The Harbour Commissioners had 
laid and maintained their rails, the traffic being 
worked mostly by horses on behalf of the Great 
North of Scotland Railway with locomotives 
not being permitted at that time. Nevertheless 
the Aberdeen Corporation Gas Works traffic 
was worked by the Town Council with its own 
locomotives.
 In some other countries street running is 
normal practice and no doubt most readers will 
have seen images of the Darjeeling–Himalaya 
Railway as well as other similar operations 
where trains are likely to find obstructions 
across the tracks. Nearer to home the narrow 
gauge Harzerschmallspürbahn in the former 
East Germany begins its journey from 

Quedlinburg and then runs to Wernigerode 
where it crosses one of the main streets in the 
town, although it is at such an acute angle that 
it amounts almost to street running.
 In addition to those sites listed in the table 
there are two where the rails may simply have 
been laid across the road as in a level crossing: 
in Irchester and on the Lowesmoor Tramway to 
the Vinegar Works in Worcester – the latter was 
distinguished by normally being worked by a 
GWR pannier tank with a balloon-type of spark 
arrester on its chimney.
 Finally there were the roadside tramways 
which did not generally run on the roadway 
but alongside it although they did cross over 
at an oblique angle in places as in Wantage. 
Examples are the Clogher Valley, Fleetwood, 
Glyn Valley Tramway, Lydney, Wisbech & 
Upwell and the Wantage. Can ‘a reader’ offer 
any others to complete the list?

Rails through the street in Ebbw Vale. 
(Allan Morse Collection)

England
Acklington – to miners’ rows for coal delivery 

and night soil removal
Alford (Lincs.)
Altrincham gasworks 
Blackpool Tramway from Fleetwood to Thornton 

Gate
Catterick Military Railway
Chilton, Leasingthorne branch, Durham
Deptford – to the Govt. Depot there via Grove 

St. No special protection was apparently 
provided for the locomotive.

Dover seafront 
Dumfries gasworks
Farnborough Main Line station to the Royal 

Aircraft Establishment. 
Feltham – to REME depot
Gloucester – along Bristol Road to Moreland’s 

match factory
Harrington
Hayle (Cornwall)
Huddersfield gasworks & power station
Kentmere near Kendal
Leiston – here the tramway to Garrett’s works 

ran on 1 in 38 between the houses in Station 
Road and Dinsdale Road and then across Main 
Street before entering the Bottom Works yard.

Norwich – during WWI to Boulton & Paul factory.
Runcorn
Snape Maltings on internal roads
Southwold Harbour branch
Weymouth Quay tramway
Whittlesea & Benwick
Woodbridge Quay

Scotland
Arbroath Harbour branch
Campbeltown
Connel Ferry bridge – to be strictly accurate a 

road surface was laid alongside the railway 
to enable road traffic to cross the bridge on 
payment of a toll.

Cowdenbeath
Dufftown 
Dumfries gasworks
Glasgow – Govan Goods to Fairfields Works via 

Corporation tramway tracks. They also had an 
electric locomotive which was used on the 
tramway. John Brown’s shipyard trains are 
known to have crossed the tramway tracks in 
Dumbarton Road, Clydebank. Their locomo-
tives came from Neilson’s.

ICI Ardeer
Inverness Harbour
Mallaig Harbour

Wales
Holyhead Harbour breakwater – not strictly a 

road and the railway was isolated from the 
rest of the national network.

Llanelli
Newport, Mon.
Neyland Harbour
Pembroke Dock
Porthmadog WHR
Saundersfoot, The Strand
Welshpool WLLR

Ireland
Cork City Railway – Glanmire Road to Albert 

Quay station
Dublin North Wall
Wexford Quay

Industrial/docks premises
Birkenhead Docks – GW ‘47XX’ locomotives 

thought to have been seen here
Bristol Harbour
Burton-on-Trent breweries 
Cardiff Docks 
Chatham Dockyard
Dover Eastern Docks – here the railway ran 

along the seafront and was for many years 
worked by P Class 0-6-0 No.31178 until it was 
displaced by B4 No.30084.

Dunball Wharf, Bridgwater
Exeter City Basin
Ellesmere Port
Falmouth Harbour
Gloucester Docks
Great Yarmouth Harbour and Tramway
Harrington Harbour
Hull Docks
Hythe Quay, Colchester 
Ipswich Docks
Kentmere – Cropper’s Paper Mill Tramway
Kings Lynn Harbour
Lancaster Docks, St. George’s Quay
Liverpool Docks – MDHR
Lowestoft Harbour
Lydney Docks
Middlesbrough Docks
Newcastle Quayside
Newhaven Harbour
Plymouth Docks – Suttpn Harbour
Poole Harbour – the Quay Tramway.
Portsmouth Dockyard
Preston Docks
Salford Docks 
Slough Trading Estate
Southampton Docks & Ocean Terminal 
Teignmouth harbour
Totnes Harbour – horse/tractor-worked
Trafford Park, Manchester
Wells Next the Sea Quay – horse-worked
Workington Harbour
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Which group of men living in 
nineteenth century Britain was 
renowned for shifting twenty 

tonnes of earth, eating two pounds of beef 
and drinking a gallon of beer all in a single 
day? These were the men we have to thank 
for laying the first railways in Britain: the 
navvies (short for navigators).
 Railway enthusiasts pay much 
attention to the details of individual 
locomotives and may be able to recite the 
dates that particular lines were opened. 
But how many of us stop to consider the 
navvies who risked life and limb to lay 
the tracks that we now take for granted? 
Laying tracks through the unforgiving 
terrain of the British Isles remains a 
challenge today, but in the nineteenth 
century it was an extraordinary feat given 
the rudimentary equipment and a lack of 
health and safety provision. While much 
of the credit for railway projects goes to 
the big-name engineers such as George 
Stephenson and Isambard Kingdom 
Brunel, the contribution of the humble 
navvy is usually overlooked. These men 
(and sometimes boys) worked tirelessly 
in all weathers, endured appalling living 
conditions, merciless exploitation by 
their employers and an ever-present risk 
of death or serious injury. Yet Britain 
could not have become the world’s first 

industrialised nation without them, which 
is all the more reason why their story 
deserves to be told.

Who were the navvies?
The reign of Queen Victoria (1837–
1901) saw Britain transform from a 
predominantly rural and agricultural 
society to one of the first industrialised 
nations on earth. Key to this 
transformation was the investment in 
civil infrastructure including canals, roads 
and railways. It was the latter form of 
transport, however, which enabled the 
industrial revolution to flourish. Between 
1822 and 1902 an astonishing 20,000 miles 
of rail were built in Britain alone.
 Railways allowed cost-effective 
and rapid conveyance of raw materials, 
especially coal and iron, to centres 
of production. Similarly, perishable 
agricultural produce such as milk and meat 
could be transported quickly to other areas 
of the country. This in turn improved the 
overall diet of the average Briton and led to 
a boom in population. Clearly, the impact of 
the railways on British economic and social 
life is difficult to overestimate.
 So who were the men who built the 
railways? Since no railway construction 
had taken place in Britain before the 

nineteenth century, it is certain that most 
railway navvies hailed from an agricultural 
background, with many more being local 
artisans whose livelihood was threatened 
by impending mechanisation. Following 
famine and unemployment in Ireland in the 
1840s, it is estimated that 70,000 to 80,000 
Irishmen were working on the railways 
at the height of expansion. Contrary to 
popular belief, the Irish constituted only a 
small fraction of the total workforce, with 
approximately 25% of navvies working on 
the Shrewsbury and Hereford line and the 
West Lancashire line being Irish-born. The 
vast majority of them were Englishmen, 
with a smattering of Scots and Welsh.
 Not surprisingly, money was the 
primary inducement for agricultural 
labourers looking to make a living as 
navvies. In the early days of railway 
construction, navvies could often make 
two to three times as much as agricultural 
labourers for a similar ten-hour day. In 
many cases, the net amount the labourers 
received was much less, owing to the 
unethical truck shop system. The railways 
also offered a more sustainable form of 
employment. Agricultural labour in the 
nineteenth century mainly offered casual 
employment, with many workers employed 
only for a particular season. There was a 

BACKTRACK

THE RAILWAY NAVVY IN 
NINETEENTH CENTURY 
BRITAIN FEDERICO TAK reflects on the hard 

lives of the railway builders.

Ribblehead Viaduct, the Settle–Carlisle 
line’s most famous structure, under 
construction. The first stone was laid in 
1870 and the last arch was turned four 
years later. This fine painting wrongly 
shows the viaduct being built from 
south to north. (Painting by Alan Fearnley, 
courtesy of David Joy)
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surplus of agricultural labour, but a dearth 
of construction workers, hence the higher 
rates of pay. Some groups of men working 
on railways were itinerant, moving to a 
different area after completion of a contract 
or when they heard of better pay on a 
different line. Most navvies were unskilled 
and uneducated, yet their physical 
prowess was proverbial. A reporter from 
the Daily News (1872) had observed a 
contingent of navvies working on a line 
in Northumberland and expressed his 
admiration thus:
 “Finer men I never saw, and never 
hope to see. Man for man, they would fling 
our guardsmen over their shoulders. They 
have all the height and breadth of the 
best picked men in a Prussian Grenadier 
regiment of the Guards Corps, without 
their clumsiness. For there is no heaviness 
in the muscular strength of these navvies. 
The stiff, greasy, blue black clay melts 
away bit by bit before their indomitable 
energetic onslaught, each man working as 
if he wrought for his life.”

Working conditions
The typical navvy did not expect to live 
long, with those over the age of 40 often 
given the honorific prefix of ‘daddy’. 
Injuries and fatalities sustained at work 
accounted for most deaths, although ill-
health owing to squalid living conditions 
was also a major contributor. However, the 
dangers faced were taken in their stride 
as a part of the masculine bravado that 
was intrinsic to navvy culture. Songs were 
sung, poems penned and tales recounted 
to celebrate the dignity of manual toil. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in a 
song entitled A Song of Labour by the 
prolific Scottish navvy poet Alexander 
Armstrong, in which he reminds us 
that the navvies were not laying merely 
physical tracks, but metaphorical ones too:

“Brawny arm’d, and broad, and swarthy, 
keeping in with shout and groan,

In the arch of life the keystone that the 
world may thunder on;

Ever toiling, ever sweating, ever knowing 
that to day

Is the footstool for the coming years to 
reach a higher sway.”

There were countless sources of danger 
inherent in navigating, most gruesome 
among which were being buried alive by 
overhanging soil while digging deep into 
a ditch, being killed or losing limbs when 
tunnelling with dynamite, or losing one’s 
footing while manning tip trucks used 
to hurl excess soil over sheer cliffs. The 
dangers were clearly greater at night, 
during which time many gangs were on 
shift.
 In the two years between 1839 and 
1841, 131 navvies were recorded to have 
sustained serious injury or death during 
construction of the Great Western Railway. 
The chief engineer, Brunel, when shown a 
list of casualties, seemed relieved, saying 
that he had expected more “considering 
the very heavy works and the immense 
amount of powder used…I am afraid 
it does not show the whole extent of 
accidents in that district”.
 Given the extent of accidents and 
deaths among navvies and the absence 
of any insurance scheme for the families 
of the deceased, there are reports of some 
navvy gangs setting up their own. While 
some contractors did provide a token 
donation to an injured or dead navvy’s 
family, there is a report of one Midland 
navvy gang raising £80, a colossal sum 

at the time, for the wife of one of their 
deceased colleagues. In the latter part of the 
nineteenth century some contractors did 
indeed set up an aged navvies pension fund 
for elderly labourers, but the number of 
men reaching anywhere near the qualifying 
age of 65 was still shockingly low.
 While the pay of navvies was 
superficially high, it was often much 
reduced by the truck or tommy shop 
system. Truck involved paying employees 
in goods or tickets (subs) redeemable for 
goods at employer-owned retail outlets. 
The value of goods was ultimately 
deducted from a navvy’s pay packet. This 
system may sound reasonable given that 
many lines were built far away from any 
commercial premises. Yet navvies could 
easily be short-changed by low quality 
produce at inflated prices. While truck 
was technically illegal in factories, no law 
had yet been passed to specifically cover 
railway workers. Navvies on many lines 
were only paid once a month and a man 
arriving fresh at a line often had little by 
way of savings and so would be reliant on 
an advance in subs to get through the first 
month. Shockingly, there are examples of 
some contractors encouraging their men 
to drink ale as they worked. Local brewers 
cashed in on sales to contractors, while 
contractors then profited by deducting 
the cost (plus a hefty commission) from 
navvies’ wages. It is not surprising that 
inebriation was a major cause of injury and 
fatality among workmen.
 The period around the navvy’s 
monthly payday was often the fear of the 
local community. After collecting their pay, 
large gangs of navvies would assemble 
at the nearest alehouse to celebrate. The 
protracted drinking sessions, known as 
randies, which ensued would often last 
several days and frequently escalate into 
full-blown riots. One of the most notorious 

Construction work in progress at Dent 
Head Viaduct, showing the wooden huts 
erected as workshops, offices or workers’ 
accommodation. (David Joy Collection)
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incidents of this sort began in the sleepy 
Scottish town of Gorebridge after an 
itinerant pedlar had his merchandise 
stolen. After he officially reported the theft, 
the police came and took two Irish navvies 
into custody. Their comrades quickly 
came to their aid, with over 200 navvies 
surrounding the jail and successfully 
releasing the accused. On their way back 
to camp, the drunken throng came across 
two policemen on their round, whom they 
savagely assaulted without provocation. 
One, Richard Pace, died the next day while 
the other, John Veitch, escaped with minor 
injury. Nevertheless, news of the incident 
quickly reached groups of largely Scottish 
navvies in the local area, who felt slighted 
by the impunity with which the Irish had 
treated their fellow countrymen. Within a 
day over 1,500 hostile Scots assembled near 
Newbattle, a major site of Irish habitation, 
to teach the ‘Paddies’ a lesson they would 
not forget. The Irish, overwhelmed by such 
a vast number, could only stand a short 
distance away and watch as hundreds of 
their huts, and whatever scant belongings 
they owned, were razed to the ground.
 While the above incident is one of 
the more extreme examples of the chaos 
surrounding a payday, it highlights the 
extent to which national and religious 
influences sculpted the identity of navvies. 
Navvies were not a homogeneous group, 
but rather separate factions who happened 
to share the same occupation. Indeed, many 
contractors tried to minimise tensions 
by separating English, Irish and Scottish 
navvies working on their lines.

Domestic arrangements
Not surprisingly, the remote location of 
railway works meant that accommodation 
for the hundreds of navvies working on 
a line was in short supply. Local lodging 
houses could only accommodate a couple 
of dozen men at most. The only option, 
therefore, was for navvies to throw in their 
lot and share rudimentary huts (shanties) 
with their fellow workmen. Clusters of 
these huts, with walls often made from 
mud and clay topped with timber boards 
to serve as a roof, soon sprang up around 
nascent lines. Living conditions were 
largely undignified. Contemporary reports 
claim that several families and a number of 
single men could often be sharing a single 
cramped hut. Indeed, shanty owners could 
make a roaring trade by letting extra space 
in their hovels to new arrivals. A night in 
a bed could cost one and half pence, while 
opting to sleep on the floor or a table would 
be much cheaper. Beds could often be 
occupied 24 hours a day, with a returning 
shift of navvies getting into them just as 
another shift was setting out to work.
 It is not surprising, therefore, that 
diseases such as cholera, typhoid and 
tuberculosis were endemic. One of the most 
well-documented cases to highlight the 
toll that insalubrious working and living 
conditions could take on a population of 
navvies is that of Woodhead. This now 
deserted village midway between Sheffield 
and Manchester was the site of an 
ambitious tunnel building project aiming 
to route railway lines directly through 

the Pennine hills. There were estimated 
to be upward of 1,000 men working here 
at the peak of construction in the 1840s. 
Conditions in the tunnels were appalling, 
with workers huddled in scantly lit narrow 
spaces, knee-deep in mud and frequently 
undernourished owing to the exploitative 
price of goods in the local truck shop. Due 
to the eagerness of contractors to finish 
the project quickly, men were frequently 
obliged to work double or treble shifts 
with little rest in between. Such was the 
rate of accidents at Woodhead that navvies 
retained their own doctor by each paying a 
small contribution towards his fees.
 In 1849 an outbreak of cholera at 
Woodhead claimed the lives of 28 navvies 
in a matter of weeks. This outbreak caused 
widespread panic, not only among the 
navvies but among gangers and local 
inhabitants as well. Many fled and the 
works were left practically deserted. 
Woodhead soon reopened but, sadly, 
conditions did not improve greatly. The 
outbreak was not initially linked to living 
and working conditions, but rather to the 
immorality of those who had died. The 
Manchester Guardian observed that the 
origins of the outbreak lay “in the grossest 
imprudence and intemperance”.
 The Woodhead disaster, however, 
was effective in bringing the plight of 
navvies to public attention. The social 
reformer Edwin Chadwick conducted a 
thorough inquiry into the circumstances 
surrounding fatalities and injuries 
involved in railway construction. He 
pressed for several measures to give 
railway companies a stake in the welfare 
of their employees, among which were 
proposals to make the companies 
themselves financially liable for accidents, 
the requirement to pay workers in cash 
rather than subs, abolition of truck 
shops and an end to Sunday working. 
Chadwick’s report, no matter how 
harrowing in its details, was not debated 
in Parliament. At the time many MPs were 
shareholders in major railway companies 
and put their personal interests first. 

Working and living conditions for navvies, 
therefore, had improved little by the dawn 
of the twentieth century.
 Ultimately, the navvies were victims 
of their own success. The lines that they 
had helped to build led to increased trade 
and prosperity for the British Isles. The 
rise in commerce in turn led to a spread 
of ideas and a boom in technological 
innovation so that by the early 1900s, 
manpower was gradually being replaced 
by mechanisation. Mechanical excavators, 
which had first been designed in America 
in the 1830s, were now becoming 
widespread in Britain and it is estimated 
that each excavator could do the work of 
100 navvies in the same span of time.
 As the last generation of navvies died 
out, legends surrounding their exploits 
gathered pace. While tales such as that at 
the beginning of this article are probably 
apocryphal, the fact these legends exist at 
all is testament to the superhuman exploits 
of the navvies. Against the odds, they 
built the modern world with little more 
than shovels, picks and dynamite. Their 
achievements are best summed up by 
Elizabeth Garnett, Secretary of the Navvie 
Mission Society: “Certainly no men in all 
the world so improve their country as 
Navvies do England. Their work will last 
for ages, and if the world remains so long, 
people will come hundreds of years hence 
to look at and to wonder at what they have 
done.”

Further reading
The Railway Navvies: A History of the Men who 

made the Railways by Terry Coleman (1965 
reprinted 2015). Zeus Head Books ISBN 
1784082325.

An Irish Navvy: Diary of an Exile by Donall 
MacAmhlaigh (2013). The Collins Press 
ISBN 184889188.

The Men who built Britain: A History of the 
Irish Navvy by Ultan Cowley (2001). Merlin 
Publishing ISBN 0863278299.

The National Railway Museum website: 
http://www.nrm.org.uk/RailwayStories/
railwayarticles/navvies.
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Over 200 deaths of Settle–Carlisle railway workers and their families are recorded in 
the burial register at St. Leonard’s Church at Chapel-le-Dale, due to both accidents and 
disease. These two entries relate to people who dwelt in the shanty towns at ‘Jericho’ 
and ‘Batty Green’. (David Joy Collection)
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During the period of keen competition 
between the railway companies prior 
to 1914 there were occasions when 

disputes arose between them usually with 
regard to rates charged, either for a particular 
class of traffic or to a favoured customer, and 
if it were not possible for these differences to 
be resolved by correspondence between the 
respective General Managers, quite often any 
grievances would be laid to rest by placing 
the matter before the Railway and Canal 
Traffic Commissioners. Whilst the companies 
frequently brought or defended legal actions in 
which a customer or passenger was the other 
party, it was a comparatively rare thing for two 
companies to lock horns in litigation against 
each other and rarer still for all avenues of 
appeal to be pursued. However, following 
the absorption of the Lancashire, Derbyshire 
& East Coast Railway Company (LDEC) by 
the Great Central Railway (GCR) in 1907 the 
latter company drew traffic of all descriptions 
to its newly acquired lines via the Warsop 
Curve which connected the Midland Railway 
(MR) route to the LDEC line immediately to 
the north of the MR Shirebrook station. The 
assertion by the GCR of this apparent right 
was not recognised by the MR which lost out 
on a mileage basis because, with the exception 
of coal traffic from Shirebrook Colliery, all 
other consignments had previously reached 
GCR metals via the Shireoaks and Woodend 
Junctions to the west of Worksop, for which 
the latter company had to pay a sum for the 
privilege of its wagons using MR track.
 The GCR had seized 
the opportunity to divert 
non-coaching traffic in both 
directions between Mansfield 
and places further east such 
as Lincoln and Grimsby over 
the Warsop Curve as this was 
both more convenient and 
more profitable. Confident 
that right was on its side 
and aggrieved by the loss 
of mileage revenue, the MR 
insisted that only Shirebrook 
Colliery traffic was permitted 
to be taken round the Warsop 
Curve in accordance with an 
agreement it had concluded 
with the LDEC some years 
earlier. Correspondence 
now took place between the 
companies but the dispute 
could not be resolved, both 
companies standing their 
own ground. The MR, having 
control of the signal box at 
Shirebrook Junction, was 
able to advise the GCR that 
it would not allow what it 
viewed as an unfair situation 
to continue, therefore 
notice was given that only 
Shirebrook Colliery traffic 
would be allowed to pass 
this way in future. Although 

the GCR had a separate means of getting 
to that pit courtesy of the Great Northern 
Railway (GNR) Leen Valley Extension line 
from Langwith Junction, it had no separate 

access to Sherwood Colliery, a valuable source 
of coal traffic, which was adjacent to the MR 
line between Mansfield and Shirebrook. This 
state of affairs precipitated the issue on 17th 

October 1908 of a writ whereby 
the GCR sought a declaration 
that it was entitled to exercise 
running powers for all its traffic 
over the Midland line between 
Mansfield and Worksop or 
over any part of it and for that 
purpose to run on and off the 
Midland by way of the Warsop 
Curve subject only to the terms 
of an Agreement reached 
between those two companies 
in 1906 and which, like the 
LDEC Agreement already 
mentioned, related purely to 
Shirebrook Colliery traffic. 
In 1908, of course, the only 
station in Mansfield belonged 
to the Midland Railway, in 
spite of efforts by the town’s 
tradespeople to attract a second 
company to serve its needs.
 Delay in the legal process 
meant that the judgment was 
not delivered until 10th May 
1911. Naturally this did not 
trouble the MR too much for 
the prohibition which it had 
imposed had held good for 
more than two years, but 
the declaration went against 
the Derby company much 
to its annoyance. Even more 
annoying was the claim made 

View of Shirebrook Junction taken about 1908 by the official photographer of the 
Midland Railway showing the Warsop Curve of the Lancashire, Derbyshire & East 
Coast Railway going off to the right, the main line towards Worksop curving left and 
the connections to Langwith Junction (later Shirebrook North) station adjacent to the 
signal box. (National Railway Museum)

THE RAILWAY IN COURT

DISPUTE OVER RUNNING POWERS
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by the GCR for the adjustment of mileage 
revenue which followed. From May to 
December 1911 the GCR was able to work its 
traffic from Mansfield by whichever of the 
two routes best suited its purpose, but the 
MR was not finished for not only did it reject 
the claim for the mileage adjustment, in July 
it gave notice that the decision of the court 
would be appealed. The Court of Appeal acted 
swiftly to assess the submissions it heard, 
concluding that the decision arrived at in the 
Chancery Court below was wrong and should 
be overturned. Victory to the Midland.
 Now the GCR had two alternatives, either 
to concede defeat and use the Warsop Curve 
only as a means of servicing Shirebrook 
Colliery or to appeal to the highest court in 
the land. It chose the latter course. The case 
once more suffered setbacks at a time when a 
swift and final answer was needed, for it was 
not until October 1913 that the House of Lords 
pronounced its judgment. When the matter 
came before their Lordships, counsel briefed 
by Mr. Dixon Davies, the GCR solicitor, to 
represent the interests of that company, 
argued that the original declaration of Mr. 
Justice Neville in May 1911 was correct and 
in support of the case maintained that s29 
Midland Railway (Mansfield etc. Lines) Act 
1865 afforded the predecessor of the GCR, 
the Manchester, Sheffield & Lincolnshire 
Company (MS&L), access to Mansfield for all 
manner of traffic, such access being by way of 
the junctions near Worksop already referred 
to. Although authorised in 1865 a further 
ten years were to elapse before the line to 
Mansfield was completed. S29 of the 1865 Act 
includes the following:
 “The (Midland) Company shall permit 
the Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire 
Railway Company to pass over and use with 
their Engines and Carriages and Servants, 

and FOR THE PURPOSES OF TRAFFIC OF 
ALL KINDS, the Portion of the Railway of 
the Company by this Act authorised between 
Worksop or Shireoaks and Mansfield and the 
Stations, Sidings, Watering Places, Buildings, 
and Appurtenances, Works and Conveniences 
belonging to or connected with the said 
Portion of Railway and Stations respectively, 
and the Stations at Mansfield of the Company 
and the Works and Conveniences connected 
therewith…Provided always, that neither of 
the said Companies shall be at liberty to take 
up or carry on the said Portion of the Line 
of Railway of the other of them any Traffic 
commonly known as local Traffic.”

Having the benefit of these running 
powers, it is understandable that the 
MS&L was reluctant to involve itself 

in the cost of building a separate line of its 
own to Mansfield when approached on more 
than one occasion by the townspeople. Counsel 
also referred to the authorisation construction 
and eventual takeover by the Great Central 
of the LDEC, whose lines from 1907 were an 
integral part of the GCR system. Reference 
was also made to Agreements in 1897 and the 
following year between the newly acquired 
concern and the Midland company relating to 
the construction by and at the expense of the 
LDEC of the line from Shirebrook Junction on 
the Midland to Warsop Junction, commonly 

known as the Warsop Curve. The contents 
of those Agreements limited to Shirebrook 
Colliery traffic were neither doubted nor 
challenged by either party. However, it was 
highlighted that when the matter was before 
Parliament the MR opposed the proposed 
transfer of the undertaking of the LDEC to 
the GCR which was nevertheless authorised 
by the Great Central Railway and Derbyshire 
Railways Act in 1906, and that such opposition 
was bought off by a specific Agreement 
entered into between the parties. The GCR 
advocate placed heavy reliance upon its 
contents and specifically clauses 15 and 16 
which were quoted in full by counsel and are 
worth repeating here:
15.  All routes which are now open for the 

passage of traffic between the Derbyshire 
Company’s railway and the respondent’s 
railway and between the appellant’s 
railway and the respondent’s railway 
which might be affected by the said 
intended amalgamation shall remain open.

16.  All routes which are now open for the 
passage of traffic from or to places upon 
the Derbyshire Company’s railway 
to or from places upon or beyond the 
respondent’s railway shall remain open.

To explain, the Midland was respondent, the 
Great Central appellant and the LDEC was 
referred to as the Derbyshire Company. The 
point being emphasised was that any issues 
which the Midland company had about the 
proposed amalgamation and the way the 
GCR might handle traffic were resolved in 
that document, and that the wording of those 
clauses effectively entitled the latter to pass 
traffic of all kinds via the Warsop Curve as 
well as by way of the long-standing connection 
between the two lines near Worksop. Further 
counsel also submitted that the 1865 Act 

BACKTRACK

The former Midland Railway station at 
Shirebrook, by the time this photograph 
was taken on 28th August 1961 known as 
Shirebrook West, basks in late afternoon 
sunshine as BR Standard 4‑6‑0 No.75062 
rolls in with the Saturdays only train 
from Yarmouth Vauxhall. The spoil heap 
of Shirebrook Colliery is visible in the 
distance. (David Holmes)



granted running powers from Shireoaks not 
simply to Mansfield but to and from any point 
on the Midland line north of that town. Finally, 
as a sop to the MR it was conceded that the May 
1911 Order of Mr. Justice Neville might have 
been framed slightly too generously towards 
the GCR, which expressed a willingness to 
limit the use of its access at Shireoaks to what 
was sanctioned in 1865.
 The case presented by the Midland 
Railway was somewhat more complex and 
the essence thereof was that the GCR could 
use the Shireoaks route for all kinds of traffic 
but the Warsop Curve was to be used only for 
access to Shirebrook Colliery and only subject 
to the terms of the arrangements it had made 
with the LDEC, apparently ignoring the 1906 
document. Pleaded in aid was the provisional 
grant of running powers to the LDEC over the 

Midland line contained in an 1897 Agreement 
contingent upon the construction by the LDEC 
of a separate short branch line and its own 
goods shed in Mansfield, works which were 
authorised by Parliament but, to the ongoing 
disappointment of the business community 
there, never put in hand. Counsel also referred 
to Part 5 of the Railway Clauses Act 1863 
which was incorporated within the terms of 
the 1906 amalgamation and his submission 
was that under those provisions the companies 
should be placed in exactly the same position 
after the absorption as they were before it.
 The arguments put forward by both sides 
were well prepared, attractive and seemingly 
persuasive. Leaving aside any partisanship, 
one could be forgiven for accepting that both 
cases were supported by logical reasoning. 
True enough the 1906 Agreement referred to, 

specifically clause 15, could be construed as 
permitting the Great Central Railway to take 
all the traffic it desired by way of the Warsop 
Curve and there is also a deal of persuasiveness 
in regarding that Agreement as modifying 
or superseding the earlier ones, and it was 
sealed by the Midland company as a willing 
party after careful consideration. After all, 
clause 15 relates to “routes open for traffic”, 
plural, without any qualification as to types 
of traffic. The first decade of the twentieth 
century was a period where competition was 
encouraged; one only has to consider the 
rejection by Parliament of the Great Northern, 
Great Eastern and Great Central merger 
Bill to appreciate that the politicians feared 
monopolies. The aspect that the parties should 
be put in the same position as they were prior 
to the takeover of the LDEC might support a 
conclusion that the Midland was right about 
the limited use of the Warsop Curve. Despite 
the seemingly unequivocal wording of the 
latest Agreement signed by both parties, 
the Midland submissions persuaded their 
Lordships to reject the Great Central appeal in 
a long-running case which must have cost it a 
considerable sum of money. All that company 
could do now was to comply or negotiate 
afresh with the Midland.
 The judgment was handed down on 24th 
October 1913 but by this time other events had 
taken place, namely the Mansfield Railway Act 
1910 had authorised the construction of a new 
line in the area which would be worked by the 
GCR and the first section of the line had carried 
consignments of coal from the New Crown pit 
at Mansfield from the previous April. More 
significantly, war intervened within a few 
months, rendering all the litigation, each and 
every Agreement previously relied upon and 
even the final order of the House of Lords 
meaningless, for the Government took over 
control of the railways, thus enabling all traffic 
to use the Warsop Curve with impunity.

On 6th June 1962 Class K1 2‑6‑0 No.62019 of Retford shed leaves Whitwell having 
collected some empty cement containers from Steetley. This working was a remnant 
of the former running powers exercised by the Great Central Railway (later LNER) over 
the Midland Railway (later LMS) lines. (Author)

Worksop station sees the arrival of the 
7.49am train to Sheffield Victoria on 4th 
August 1964 headed by Class B1 4‑6‑0 
No.61127. (Author)
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The heyday
Part One of this series last month charted the 
initial development and then consolidation of 
the network of trains serving steamers to the 
Isle of Man in the period from 1830 to 1930. 
Although passenger arrivals at Douglas on 
the steamers never again exceeded the 1913 
peak of 615,726, the inter-war period, and the 
1930s in particular, were nonetheless a very 
buoyant time for Manx tourism. The number 
of passengers landed at Douglas averaged 
521,481 per year between 1930–39. Boat trains 
serving the Isle of Man boats understandably 
flourished during this time, the zenith arguably 
being 1938, the last full summer season before 
the onset of World War II. The Bradshaw 
Guide for July that year details eighteen trains 
operated specifically for Isle of Man-bound 
passengers each Saturday, eight operating on 
Mondays to Fridays.
 The diagram shows the routes operated. 
Although a modern day production, it is in 
the style of the, then, innovative schematic 
railway maps being published by the railway 
companies during the 1930s.
 The long-standing ‘Isle of Man Boat 
Express’ from Leeds and Bradford, connecting 
with the morning steamer from Heysham, 
continued although by 1938 it ran on 
Saturdays as two separate trains, one from 
Leeds and one from Bradford. Additionally, 
a train (of the same name) from Sheffield 
Midland, Rotherham and Leeds, with through 
carriages from Bradford Forster Square (the 
renamed Market Street) connected with the 
3.30pm Saturday sailing from Heysham 
to Douglas. A fourth London Midland & 
Scottish Railway service departed Leeds City 
at 10.30pm and Bradford Forster Square at 
10.35pm on Fridays to deliver passengers to 
the 1.00am Saturday morning sailing from 
Heysham. Arrival in Douglas at 4.00am was 
perhaps not the ideal start to a holiday!

BACKTRACK

THE STORY OF THE ISLE OF MAN BOAT TRAINS
PART TWO THE HEYDAY AND THE LONG DECLINE

A route diagram of the 1938 season Isle of Man boat trains. A modern production but 
in the style of the innovative schematic railway maps of the period.

The TSS Lady of Mann was built for the Isle of Man Steam Packet Co. by Vickers 
Shipbuilding & Engineering at Barrow. She entered service in 1930 and was withdrawn 
in 1971. (T. J. Edgington Collection)

BY MALCOLM RIVETT
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 There were no boat trains or, indeed, 
sailings to the Isle of Man on Sundays. No 
doubt the LMS and Steam Packet would have 
preferred its island-bound passengers to be 
more equally distributed through the week 
but employers and accommodation providers 
dictated Saturday to Saturday holidays. 
Efficiency for employers and hoteliers was 
at the expense of the railway and shipping 
companies having rolling stock and vessels 
which lay idle for much of the week.
 At Fleetwood, from where Bradshaw 
for 1938 boasts that “the Luxurious Geared 
Turbine Steamer ‘Lady of Man’ (23 knots) 
or other Steamer will take the first morning 
Sailing”, there was also an increase in the 
number of Manx boat trains since the early 
1920s. Manchester Victoria was served daily 
(Sundays excepted) to meet the 10.30am 
sailing. On Saturdays there was an additional 
train to meet this sailing (also calling at 

Bolton), a 1.50pm departure from Manchester 
calling at Bolton and Chorley, connecting with 
the 3.30pm boat, and a late Friday evening 
Manchester departure providing a seventeen-
minute connection at Fleetwood with the 
1.30am Saturday sailing. As in 1922 there was 
also a daily (again Sundays excepted) morning 
train from Colne and other East Lancashire 
towns with an additional Saturday-only service 
serving the 3.30pm boat. Finally the 10.00am 
service from Blackpool North continued to 
operate (now additionally calling at Layton, 
Poulton Curve and Thornton) although this 
no longer ran on Saturdays. It appears that 
the operators were, understandably, keen to 
keep day trippers off the trains and boats on 
Saturdays.
 Although both the Heysham and 
Fleetwood-bound trains were now operated by 
the LMS they kept their distinct pre-grouping 
company titles: ‘Isle of Man Boat Trains’ for 

the ex-London & North Western Railway 
services to Fleetwood, as opposed to the ex-
Midland Railway ‘Isle of Man Boat Expresses’ 
to Heysham.
 In addition to the ‘Manxman’ serving 
Liverpool Lime Street, another ‘Isle of Man 
Boat Express’ departed Birmingham New 
Street at 7.00am on Saturdays, calling at 
Smethwick, Dudley Port, Wolverhampton, 
Penkridge and Stafford and arriving at Lime 
Street at 9.51am. Interestingly, although 
Bradshaw announces that the “Turbine R. 
M. S. ‘Ben-my-Chree’ (22½ knots) or other 
Steamer will take the first morning Sailing 
from Liverpool’, there’s no mention of how 
passengers might get from Lime Street Station 
to Liverpool Landing Stage in the 39 minutes 
available.
 With a surfeit of commas the Official Guide 
to the Isle of Man (1934 edition) explained the 
situation more clearly. “FOR PASSENGERS 
– At Liverpool, buses are run between Lime 
Street, Central and Exchange Stations, and 
the Prince’s Landing Stage, for Isle of Man 
passengers. These services apply during 
the Easter holiday period, and again during 
the period of operation of the Summer Boat 
Services. The fare between the Stations and 
the Landing Stage, or vice versa, is threepence, 
and a charge of one penny per package is made 
for luggage. For early morning arrivals at 
Liverpool, there is a regular service of trams 
between the Stations and the Pier Head. At 
Fleetwood, Heysham, and Ardrossan, the 
trains run alongside the steamer.”
 The LMS also operated the ‘Isle of Man 
Express’ between Glasgow Central and 
Ardrossan (Montgomerie Pier) much as its 
predecessor, the Caledonian Railway, had done 
in 1922.

THE STORY OF THE ISLE OF MAN BOAT TRAINS
PART TWO THE HEYDAY AND THE LONG DECLINE

During the 1930s the GWR competed 
with the LMS for Isle of Man-bound traffic 
as this advertisement from the 1935 Isle 
of Man Official Guide shows. ‘Breakfast 
in London and Dinner in Douglas’. Who 
could resist?

The attractive cover of a 1939 joint LMS and GWR twelve-page pamphlet promoting 
holidays in the Isle of Man. In addition to the steamers and rail routes the map shows 
the then new air services to the Island, part owned by the LMS and Steam Packet. 
Any hopes that the companies’ investment in the production of this literature would 
encourage people to use their Isle of Man boat trains for many seasons to come would 
have been dashed by the onset of World War II in September 1939.
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 Although primarily regionally 
based, there was a certain amount of 
competition between the ‘Big Four’ 
railway companies and the Great 
Western Railway certainly wanted 
a share of the Isle of Man-bound 
passengers from the Midlands and 
London. On Saturdays its ‘Isle of Man 
Express’ ran at 7.00am from Tyseley 
(to the south of Birmingham where 
the GWR had a locomotive shed) via 
Birmingham Snow Hill, Wolverhampton 
Low Level and various other Midlands 
towns and Wrexham, arriving at 
its northern outpost of Birkenhead 
Woodside at 9.53am. A Mersey ferry, 
in the form of the 10.00am Birkenhead 
Corporation boat from the adjacent 
Woodside Landing Stage, was then to 
be taken, arriving at Liverpool Landing 
Stage at 10.07am in time for the 10.30am 
Douglas-bound sailing.
 There is an apocryphal story 
of a would-be emigrant arriving at 
Liverpool, mistaking a Woodside ferry 
for a trans-Atlantic liner and spending 
several weeks in Birkenhead believing 
it to be New York. One wonders if any 
holidaymakers travelling by the Great 
Western for the Isle of Man stepped off 
the Mersey ferry at Liverpool Landing 
Stage believing themselves to be in 
Douglas!
 Four other GWR trains (two 
on Saturdays only) from London 
Paddington to Birkenhead Woodside were 
indicated in timetables as “Connects with Isle 
of Man boat”, although almost certainly these 
were not primarily run for Isle of Man-bound 
passengers and the timetabled wait for the 
boat on the Liverpool Landing Stage of two 
hours or more, after a five-hour train journey 
from London, would have been off-putting to 
many.
 All heydays must come to an end and 
the declaration of war with Germany on 3rd 
September 1939 did so for that of the Isle of 
Man boat trains. Ardrossan, Heysham and 
Fleetwood sailings were suspended and eleven 
of the Steam Packet’s passenger steamers were 
requisitioned by the Government, leaving the 
Rushen Castle and Victoria to maintain the 
daily Liverpool service, itself transferred to 
Fleetwood from 28th December 1940 after 
several incidents with mines in Liverpool 
Bay. All unnecessary travel was discouraged 
and with so few passengers sailing to the Isle 
of Man (25,841 in 1940 in comparison with 
552,457 in 1939) there was simply no need for 
any boat trains.

Post-1945
Mirroring the period following the first world 
war, Steam Packet sailings were relatively 
slow in returning to full strength following the 
end of the second conflict in 1945. The main 
year-round service returned to Liverpool, from 
its wartime ‘safety’ of Fleetwood, in April 1946. 
The King Orry, Mona’s Queen, Fenella and 
Tynwald (the last three being only a few years 
old) had been lost in war service and much of 
the remaining fleet was both second-hand and 
ancient. The famous ‘six sisters’ gradually 
entered service in the decade following the end 
of the war: King Orry (1946), Mona’s Queen 
(1946), Tynwald (1947), Snaefell (1948), Mona’s 

Isle (1951) and Manxman (1955).
 The railways had also been badly affected 
by the war. Despite the huge pent-up demand 
for holidays ‘away from’, instead of ‘at’, home, 
services were slow due to the poor condition of 
the track and locomotives and carriages which 
had been badly maintained. Nationalisation of 
the railways in 1947 did not bring about any 
immediate improvements and the flagship 
‘Manxman’ service between London Euston 
and Liverpool, connecting with the afternoon 
sailing to Douglas, was not reintroduced until 
1951.
 The British Railways London Midland 
Region timetable for summer 1955 details a 
much-reduced boat train service in comparison 
with that of the late 1930s. The ‘Manxman’ 
was the only Isle of Man-focussed train to 
Liverpool and the pre-war ‘Isle of Man Boat 
Express’ from Birmingham New Street did 
not reappear. There were, of course, plenty of 
‘normal’ train services to Liverpool Lime Street, 
Central and Exchange which people could, 
and did, use to reach the Douglas steamers. 
Whilst there was an element of competition 
(or perhaps, more accurately, rivalry) between 
the British Railways Regions, the Western 
Region at Birkenhead Woodside, just across 
the Mersey from the Liverpool Landing Stage, 

did not make a play for Isle of Man-
bound passengers as the Great Western 
Railway had done in the 1930s.
 At Fleetwood the Monday–Saturday 
‘Isle of Man Boat Train’ from Manchester 
Victoria, connecting with the morning 
Douglas sailing, still ran, as did the 
Monday–Friday day trippers’ service 
from Blackpool North. There was also 
an extra train from Manchester Victoria 
serving the 1.30am boat on Saturday 
and one connecting with the Saturday 
4.00pm service. However, Colne and 
the East Lancashire towns, which had 
enjoyed a daily boat train to Fleetwood 
in the pre-war period, were now only 
served on Saturdays.
 Ardrossan fared better and the 1964 
British Railways Passenger Services 
Scotland Timetable detailed a number of 
trains, titled ‘Isle of Man Steamer Train 
– conveys Isle of Man passengers only’ 
from Glasgow Central connecting with 
the Douglas boats much as they had 
done in the pre-war period.
 The Steam Packet did not 
reintroduce the Heysham–Douglas route 
until 1953 and then only on a limited, 
once or twice a week, basis. The sailings 
were primarily designed for day trippers 
holidaying in nearby Morecambe. A 
handbill for 1956 details a special train 
on Wednesday 25th July and 1st August 
from Morecambe Promenade at 9.35am 
to Heysham Harbour to connect with the 

Douglas boat. Three and a half hours ashore 
in the Isle of Man were promised. Certainly the 
Edwardian period of up to four sailings a day 
from Heysham to Douglas, with through train 
connections from London, the East Midlands 
and Yorkshire, were long gone.
 That said, the 1950s were far from a time 
of doom and gloom for the Steam Packet and 
Isle of Man tourism. Eight passenger steamers 
were kept busy, in the height of the summer 
season at least, and whilst the formal boat 
trains were much reduced in comparison 
with the pre-war period, British Railways did 
much to promote train and steamer travel to 
the Isle of Man. Another, 1956, handbill gives 
train departures, to connect with sailings from 
Liverpool, from many English and Welsh 
towns from as far afield as Newcastle, Bristol 
and Swansea.
 Special excursion trains not advertised in 
normal timetables, and often requiring pre-
booking, also served Liverpool and Fleetwood 
to provide connections with the Isle of Man. 
Whilst numerous, details of them can be 
hard to track down. In his 2006 ‘Away for 
the Wakes’ article in Backtrack, Michael 
Blakemore charted the history of Wakes Week 
special holiday trains from Bury Bolton Street 
and Knowsley Street stations. Full details of 
the trains for Friday 1st and Saturday 2nd July 
1955 are given. An amazing array of holiday 
destinations was served including Blackpool, 
Morecambe, Bournemouth, Torquay, the 
Sussex Coast and North Wales as well as 
departures at 11.25pm (Friday) and 7.23am and 
9.15am (Saturday) for ‘Fleetwood for Douglas, 
Isle of Man’. Other than during Wakes Week, 
Bury residents would have to change trains at 
either Manchester (Victoria) or Bolton in order 
to reach Fleetwood.
 Even more unusual was the 1968 ‘Isle 

BACKTRACK

The Manx Tourist Board worked hard 
to encourage holidaymakers to bypass 
mainland seaside resorts and incur the 
expense and trouble of a sea trip to reach 
the island. This advertisement from 
the British Railways Wales & North West 
Holiday Guide for 1956 is clearly trying 
to suggest that the Isle of Man was not 
so different from a Balearic Island in the 
Mediterranean, then in their infancy as 
holiday destinations for the British.
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of Man Inclusive Holiday for Retirement 
Pensioners’ advertised in Tyneside’s Shields 
Weekly News. This involved a ‘Special Train 
from Newcastle to Riverside at Liverpool’, 
enabling the “elderly people” to easily transfer 
from the train to the steamer at the adjoining 
Landing Stage, thus avoiding the walk or bus 
trip from one of the city’s other stations faced 
by all other Isle of Man bound passengers.

The slow decline
On 11th September 1961 the Mona’s Queen 
ended the Fleetwood–Douglas service, 
following the refusal of British Railways to 
undertake the necessary repairs to the wooden 
landing stage just for the seasonal Isle of Man 
boats. For all intents and purposes all sea 
travel from England to the Isle of Man was now 
focussed on Liverpool and in subsequent years 
a train ran on four Saturdays in July from Colne 
and the East Lancashire towns to Liverpool 
Exchange. Whilst it was no longer named as 
a boat train it was almost certainly operated 
primarily for Isle of Man-bound passengers 
and it featured in the summary ‘Isle of Man 
via Liverpool’ table of the London Midland 
Region timetable. Also appearing were similar 
trains, operating for slightly longer summer 
periods, from Manchester Victoria via Bolton 
and Wigan Wallgate to Liverpool Exchange 
and from Manchester Central to Liverpool 
Central calling at Warrington Central. As ever, 
arrangements for getting from the train to the 
boat at Liverpool were not ideal, the timetable 
stating “Passengers travel between Liverpool 
stations and Liverpool Landing Stage at their 
own expense. Liverpool Corporation will provide a special omnibus service until 13 

September.”
 23rd May 1962 saw the Manx Maid on her 
maiden voyage from Liverpool to Douglas. 
The Maid was the Steam Packet’s first (side 
loading) car ferry and three other similar 
car ferries would join the fleet over the next 
fourteen years. As the Packet increasingly 

focussed on passengers boarding the boats in 
their own cars, travel by rail dwindled further.
 The ‘Manxman’ was withdrawn in 1965, 
such a train no longer seen as ‘fitting’ or 
necessary with the completion of electrification 
of the West Coast Main Line between London 
and Liverpool. The ‘Liverpool Pullman’, 07.40 
departure from Euston (British Rail, as it 

There were no scheduled Isle of Man boat trains from Halifax or the Calder Valley 
stations but this handbill of Additional Trains for the 13th–27th July 1957 Halifax and 
District Holidays details three special services to Douglas via Fleetwood.

LMS rebuilt ‘Royal Scot’ 4-6-0 No.46164 
The Artists’ Rifleman approaches 
Primrose Hill Tunnel heading out of 
London with the Euston–Liverpool Lime 
Street ‘Manxman’ on 7th July 1954. 
(Pendragon Collection)
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was now known, having moved on to the 24-
hour clock), was shown in timetables as the 
‘Manxman’s’ replacement. It made the journey 
to Lime Street in 2hr 35min (70min faster than 
the ‘Manxman’) and innovatively connected 
with the morning sailing to Douglas, albeit not 
during the summer season when it arrived a 
few minutes too late to connect with the 10.30 
summer boat. Passengers from London, bound 
for the Isle of Man in the summer months, were 
faced with either the sleeper from Euston and 
a six-hour wait in Liverpool, or departure from 
London at 11.00 to catch the afternoon sailing, 
arriving in Douglas at 19.30. By 1970 the boat 
trains from Colne and Manchester had been 
withdrawn and the Isle of Man via Liverpool 
summary timetable merely showed, not always 
very good, connections between ‘normal’ train 
services arriving at Liverpool and the Steam 
Packet sailings from the Landing Stage.
 A limited number of Douglas–Fleetwood 
sailings were reintroduced in 1971 although 
as Fleetwood station had closed in 1964 and 
had been demolished there was no chance 
of boat trains serving the route. The once or 
twice weekly Douglas–Heysham sailings last 
operated in 1974.
 From their inception to the late 1950s 
the Isle of Main boat trains had been hauled 
by steam locomotives: hence the title of this 
series. However, the replacement of steam 
by diesel and electric locomotives and diesel 
multiple units took place over a relatively 
short period and after 1968 nobody would 
travel by steam train to reach an Isle of Man 
boat (other than possibly on a journey from 
Port Erin on the Isle of Man itself!). Somewhat 
anachronistically in the 1960s the first Manx 
car ferries were steamers and it was not until 
the Mona’s Queen of 1972 that the first motor 
vessel entered the Steam Packet’s passenger 
fleet. Isle of Man boat trains in England died 
out with the 1960s, although throughout the 
1970s and early 1980s in Scotland such trains 
continued to link Glasgow Central 
with every Steam Packet sailing 
from Ardrossan, much as they 
always had done.
 The early 1980s were a torrid 
time for the Steam Packet. It was 
faced with its first significant 
competition for 50 years or more 
in the form of Manx Line which, 
in 1978, began operating ships 
between Douglas and Heysham; 
unlike the Steam Packet’s they 
could accommodate heavy goods 
vehicles and coaches as well as 
cars and foot passengers. At the 
same time the Isle of Man tourism 
industry, already in long-term 
decline, all but collapsed with the 
arrival of mass foreign tourism.
 On the closure of the long-
standing Sealink Heysham–
Belfast ferry route, Heysham 
station had closed in 1975 and 
thus boat trains serving Manx 
Line were not possible. The 
company, which soon became a 
subsidiary of Sealink (restyled 
Sealink IOM), did, however, 
provide a bus connection to the 
rail network at Lancaster station. 
Dire straits for the Steam Packet 
enforced its merger with Sealink 

IOM on 1st April 1985. The Steam Packet 
name was retained but Sealink (by then 
privatised) required that the company use 
Heysham, which it owned, as its principal 
terminal in England. From the cessation of 
the Liverpool–Douglas route, Merseyside 
Passenger Transport Executive and Lancaster 
City Transport jointly operated a daily coach 
service (741) from Liverpool to Heysham 
although due to poor patronage it only lasted 
until January 1986.
 1985 was also the last season for the 
Ardrossan sailings and from 1986 a weekly 
summer season service to Stranraer (another 
Sealink-owned port) was operated. The 1986 
British Rail timetable shows a peak summer, 
Fridays only, 16.20 departure from Ayr to 
Stranraer (arrival 17.59). It seemingly did not 
connect with a Sealink Larne-bound sailing 
so it appears likely that it was intended to 
serve the Douglas boat. However, there was 
no equivalent return journey and the train 
did not operate after the summer of 1986. 
Confirmation from anyone as to whether or 
not this was operated in connection with the 
Steam Packet sailing from Stranraer would be 
welcomed.

Rebirth of a sort
On 11th May 1987 a once daily (Sundays 
excepted) rail service to Heysham was 
reintroduced, after twelve year’s absence, 
connecting with the 14.20 sailing to Douglas. 
This followed resignalling of the line from 
Morecambe, funded by the Isle of Man 
Government, the Steam Packet and Lancashire 
County and Lancaster City Councils. Primarily 
for the efficiency of train crew rostering, the 
untitled train started at Stockport and stopped 
at Manchester Victoria, Bolton, Preston 
and arrived at the reopened, and renamed, 
Heysham Sea Terminal only nine minutes 
before the 14.20 boat departure. It must 
have run between Stockport and Victoria via 

Reddish South, Denton and the 
Ashton Moss Curve and would 
have been the only regular (albeit 
infrequent) passenger train over 
this curve. A return journey to 
Stockport left Heysham at 13.00, 
35 minutes after the arrival of 
the boat from Douglas. There is a 
photograph of the 13.00 departure 
on 16th May 1987 and, amazingly, 
it consisted of a nine-carriage 
DMU. The service continued to 
operate after the 1987 summer 
season and thus became the first 
ever Isle of Man boat train to run 
all year round.
 Over the years the southern 
terminus of the train altered to 
include variously Manchester 
Piccadilly, Manchester Airport, 
Blackpool North and Liverpool 
Lime Street – each, no doubt, 
reflecting train and crew rostering 
rather than an intention to cater 
for through passengers from these 
places to Heysham and the Isle 
of Man. In some years a second 
service from Lancaster also 
operated as did Sunday trains, 
although apart from in 1992 no 
attempt was made to connect 
with the overnight sailing from 

BACKTRACK

A 1968 advert in Tyneside’s Shields 
Weekly News. This special train to 
Riverside station at Liverpool to connect 
with an Isle of Man steamer was unusual 
although probably not unique.

By 1993 not long before rail privatisation, 
it’s Class 90-hauled MkIII coaches which 
are shown on ‘the boat train connection’, 
although passengers would have been 
sorely disappointed if they believed that 
last part of their journey from Lancaster 
to Heysham Port would be in such 
comfort. In today’s prices the return fare 
from London was £108.41.
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Heysham to Douglas. By 2000 the trains had 
been cut back to operate from Lancaster only, 
probably reflecting the lack of demand for the 
train from any specific point south thereof 
and also, potentially, to avoid track capacity-
hogging operation of DMUs on the twin track 
section of the West Coast Main Line between 
Preston and Lancaster.

Today
Since 2009 the ‘boat train’ to Heysham has 
operated from Leeds, as an extension of one 
of the regular, if relatively infrequent, trains 
from the Yorkshire city to Lancaster and 
Morecambe. On a Saturday in July 2016 I 
was one of 21 on board the train arriving in 
Heysham, fourteen of whom, like me, boarded 
the Ben-my-Chree, the others apparently 
heading to the nearby caravan site. The journey 
time from Leeds to Heysham is 2hr 38min and, 
all going well, Douglas can be reached in just 
over seven and a half hours. Between Leeds 
city centre and the Sea Terminal at Douglas it 
is probably always quicker to travel by train 
to Manchester Airport, fly to Ronaldsway and 
take Bus Vannin to Douglas, but that’s not the 
point! On a sunny and calm day a rail journey 
through the Aire Valley and a sailing across 
the Irish Sea cannot be beaten.
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Passengers with luggage boarding the 
three-car Class 144 DMU ‘boat train’ for 
Heysham Port at Lancaster on 23rd July 
2016. The once daily train originates at 
Leeds (10.19 departure) and reverses in 
Platform 2 at the station.

Models of the Isle of Man Steam Packet Company’s ships in glass cases were 
once familiar at larger stations in Lancashire for publicity purposes. This one was 
photographed at Blackburn on 22nd September 1979. (J. S. Gilks)



A selection from the photographs 
presented to us by the 
distinguished cameraman ERIC 
BRUTON. All these photographs 
of the London & North Eastern 
Railway’s A3 Class Pacifics were 
taken in the early British Railways 
period between 1949 and 1954, 
before they were fitted with double 
chimneys and smoke deflectors.

ERIC BRUTON’S
A3 PACIFICS

left: In polished British Railways blue 
livery with black and white lining, 
No.60037 Hyperion makes a careful 
departure from Edinburgh Waverley with 
the 12 noon Glasgow Queen Street–Leeds 
Central–London King’s Cross ‘Queen of 
Scots’ Pullman on 8th June 1951. In his 
detailed notes Eric observed that the 
driver was ‘pumping’ the regulator to 
avoid slipping, causing the safety valves 
to lift.

below: No.60110 Robert the Devil grabs 
the light before the gathering storm as it 
comes under the bridge at Marshmoor, 
near Hatfield, with the 3.30pm King’s 
Cross–Newcastle on 15th April 1950. 
Originally an A1, it was rebuilt as an A3 in 
1948 and retained right-hand drive until 
1953. Before BR adopted its own livery, 
the LNER’s apple green (reintroduced 
after the war) continued but with the 
new owner’s name (in full) and number. 
The stock is all LNER, some in the new 
carmine and cream colour scheme.



above: The 8.24am Grantham–King’s Cross proceeds 
south of Hatfield behind No.60096 Papyrus (LNER-
style green) on 16th April 1949. An articulated pair 
of coaches has been added to the front of the train at 
either Hitchin or Peterborough because of the train 
being reported as already very full. What a good idea!

below: Edinburgh Haymarket shed has turned out No.60043 Brown Jack 
for the up ‘Queen of Scots’ Pullman on 26th June 1954, the locomotive 
now carrying the Brunswick green which quickly superseded the earlier 
short-lived blue. No.60043 is going well on Cockburnspath bank, 
working hard on the 1 in 96 gradient but blowing off steam. The ‘Queen 
of Scots’ travelled via Harrogate and reversed at Leeds Central.



above: Home time! Lit by the evening sun No.60037 
Hyperion is seen again on 8th June 1951, this time 
making its way light engine through Haymarket 
station as it returns to the shed at the end of the day’s 
diagram which had seen it start out from Edinburgh 
on the down ‘Queen of Scots’, as portrayed in the first 
photograph of this feature.

below: No.60055 Woolwinder charges onwards near Welwyn Garden City 
with a Sunday King’s Cross–Glasgow express on 5th March 1950. Like 
No.60110 earlier, Woolwinder was one of the original A1s, rebuilt into A3 
form in 1942 and converted to left-hand drive in 1953. This ‘going away’ 
view shows up the LNER apple green livery and black and white lining on 
the sides and back of the Great Northern-style tender. The leading coach 
is one of Mr. Thompson’s ‘mock teak’ steel-bodied vehicles.



above: No.60105 Victor Wild is looking glossy in its blue livery as it emerges 
from Hadley North Tunnel on the front of the 7.21pm King’s Cross–
Peterborough stopping train (a running-in turn, perhaps) on 2nd August 
1951. The 34A shedplate reveals it to be one of King’s Cross shed’s and 
it remained a right-hand driver until 1953. The vehicles are Gresley teak 
stock of earlier years relegated to secondary duties like this and the 
number of passengers at the windows suggests its a warm evening.

below: No.60041 Salmon Trout climbs the 1 in 70 
through the rock cutting at North Queensferry 
towards the tunnel and then the Forth Bridge with 
the 12.08pm Perth–Edinburgh Waverley express on 
29th June 1954. The locomotive was a resident of 
Haymarket shed but falls short of the high standards 
of polish usually imposed there.



Even with a coating of dust, the L Class displays the 
same elegant form that can be traced down the line of 
Wainwright’s previous classes for the SECR. No.31776 
(of Brighton shed) calls at Tunbridge Wells West 
with a train from Brighton to Tonbridge via Eridge. 
No.31776 was a ‘German’ one, arriving from Borsig 
in May 1914, just in time before ‘unpleasantness’ 
broke out. A poster in the background advertises a 
production of John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, first 
performed in 1956. (Colour-Rail.com 343162)

The L1s had more of an ‘angular’ look to them but 
still not bad, especially when cleaned up. No.31786 
is at Tonbridge shed, ready for special duty on 11th 
June 1961. (R. C. Riley)

The South Eastern & Chatham Railway’s L Class express 4-4-0s, 
introduced by Wainwright in 1914, were the last in a notable line 
of such locomotives. They owe their existence to the growth of 
Continental and other traffic at a time when weight restrictions 
on the Chatham line still precluded a move to larger 4-6-0 types. 
Twelve were built by Beyer, Peacock & Co. but another ten had to be 
ordered from Borsig of Berlin due to British manufacturers’ inability 
to guarantee quick delivery. After the grouping the increasing 
weight of boat trains led Maunsell to produce a modified design 
for the Southern Railway with higher boiler pressure and smaller 
cylinders – the L1 Class, of which fifteen arrived from the North British 
Locomotive Co. in 1926. They all gave excellent service into British 
Railways days: the L Class until 1961, the L1s going the following year.

THE SOUTH EASTERN & CHATHAM
L CLASS AND THE L1 4‑4‑0s



top: L No.31770 
approaches the shadows 
of Lewes station on 1st 
September 1956. Both 
Southern and British 
Railways styles of station 
sign dangle in the shade 
and there’s no shortage 
of semaphore signals to 
regulate the traffic. (Ray 
Oakley/Colour-Rail.com 
307361)

middle: Another of the class 
No.31772 steams away 
from Tonbridge station 
in the mid-1950s, leading 
a Chatham ‘birdcage’ 
carriage. (Colour-Rail.com 
341076)

bottom: L1 No.31754 passes 
St. Mary Cray Junction 
with a Dover–Victoria train 
via Chatham on 14th June 
1956. (R. C. Riley)
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above: A splendid portrait of L1 Class 
No.31753 shunting stock at Dover Marine 
on 12th July 1958. The station was located 
on the Admiralty Pier with the harbour in 
the background, where a cross-Channel 
steamer can be seen heading out to sea.
(Trevor Owen/Colour-Rail.com 392540)

below: L1 No.31759 in front of the coaling stage at Ashford shed on 12th September 
1954; note the coal tub poised on the delivery chute. With 6ft 8in driving wheels both 
L and L1 variants could show a good turn of speed and the free-running L1s were 
competent handlers of the Folkestone expresses. When the ‘Night Ferry’ resumed 
after the war the weight of the train often required double heading and an L1 was a 
regular choice to assist the SR Pacific. Unfortunately both classes failed to survive long 
enough to reach the preservation years. (Trevor Owen/Colour-Rail.com 392509)
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There were three distinct variants of 
Swindon-built diesel multiple units 
used in Scotland and a great deal of 

misconception still seems to exist as to where 
each of the three types operated. The types of 

Swindon DMU that were used on each route 
may at first appear to be similar but by no 
means were they identical. The three routes 
employing Swindon DMU cars were:
1.  Edinburgh Waverley to Glasgow Queen 

Street.
2. Aberdeen to Inverness.

3.  Glasgow St. Enoch and Glasgow Central to 
Ayr and Stranraer.

Edinburgh–Glasgow
The first units built in 1956–57 were on the 
Edinburgh–Glasgow route. These trains 
generally ran in a semi-constant formation of 
six vehicles but vehicles could be substituted. 
A typical formation would have the leading 
vehicle as a Driving Motor Brake Second 
(79091–94, 79096–111), which had a full width 
cab and a small guard’s van immediately 
behind the cab with seating for 52. Vehicle 
two was an Intermediate Driving Motor 
Brake Second (79083–90, 95), cab at the 
outer end and it also had a small guard’s van 
immediately behind the cab. This vehicle was 
gangwayed at both ends and also had seating 
for 52. Alternatively, the second vehicle was 
an Intermediate Driving Motor Second with 
seating for 64 (79155–68). Depending on 
which way around the train was oriented, 
the third vehicle would be a Trailer Corridor 
Buffet First (79440–47), which had three first 
class compartments with seating for eighteen 
and an additional twelve seats in the buffet 

SWINDON-BUILT 
DIESEL MULTIPLE 
UNITS IN SCOTLAND

This is the surviving ex-Edinburgh–
Glasgow Intermediate Driving Motor 
Brake second No.79088 on a Glasgow to 
Ayr or Stranraer service at Kilwinning in 
June 1977. Note the stencil headcode. 
Check the background colour on the 
station nameboards: this is the Scottish 
Region but they are all in London 
Midland Region maroon, not ScR blue.

An Aberdeen-bound service calls at Elgin, 
a crossing place on the Inverness route, 
in April 1968.

BY ALLAN TROTTER



area. Vehicle four was a Trailer Corridor 
First (79470–82) with seven compartments 
and 42 seats or a Trailer Composite Corridor 
(59402–12) with seating of eighteen first and 
24 second. Vehicle five would be similar to 
vehicle two and the last vehicle was the same 
as the first. The route indicators on the cabs 
were of the stencil type.
 These trains remained in service until 
superseded by the Class 27/1s, 27/2s and 
dedicated sets of Mk. II air-braked coaches 
in the early 1970s. After removal from the 
route, all but two of the Edinburgh–Glasgow 

Swindon motor vehicles were withdrawn 
from service in the UK. The exception was 
Intermediate Driving Motor Brake Second 
(79088) with 52 seats and Intermediate Driving 
Motor Second (79168) with 64. Also two of the 
Class 188 Trailer Corridor First cars remained 
in service throughout the 1970s and at least 
one was reclassified to a Composite. These four 
vehicles transferred to service on the Ayrshire 
line. One Trailer Corridor Buffet First survived 
into preservation.

Aberdeen–Inverness
On the Aberdeen–Inverness route the 1959-
built Swindon cars were made up into three-
car sets consisting of a Driving Motor Brake 
Composite (51781–7) which had a full width 

cab and first class accommodation for eighteen 
located behind the cab and a further sixteen 
seats in second. The centre car was a Trailer 
Buffet Second (59679–85) with seating for 60 
and four seats in the buffet. The last vehicle 
was a Driving Motor Second, again with full 
width cab (51788–94) and seating for 68. The 
route indicators on the cabs were of the roller 

‘Ayrshires’ at Ayr – a couple of units 
ready to depart for Glasgow Central in 
September 1976.

We are at Glasgow Central as a Class 126 
arrives in June 1981. In the 1980s the 
Intermediate Driving Motor Seconds 
became Driving Motor Seconds by the 
removal of the gangway connection, 
giving a somewhat severe look to the 
units which are in their final livery of blue 
and grey.



blind type. The motor vehicles were Class 
120/1 and the trailer buffet cars Class 179.

Glasgow–Ayr and Stranraer
The route from Glasgow to Ayr and Stranraer 
employed the third variant of the Scottish 
Swindon units. These were also built in 
1959. These were formed into three-car sets 
consisting of a Driving Motor Brake Second 
with a full width cab with the guard’s van 
being located at the opposite end of the vehicle 
from the cab, gangwayed at this end only 

(51030–51), seating for 52 and classified Class 
126/2. The centre car was either a Trailer 
Corridor First with seating for 42 (59391–400) 
or a Trailer Corridor Composite with seating 
for eighteen first and 24 second (59402–12). 
The centre cars were eventually reclassified 
to Trailer Corridor Second configuration. The 
trailers were originally designated Class 189 
but around 1980 this was altered to Class 126, 
the same as the motor cars. The third vehicle 
was an Intermediate Driving Motor Second 
and gangwayed at both ends (50936, 51008–
29), seating for 64 and classified 126/1.
 Again the route indicators on the cabs 
were of the roller blind type. Towards the 
end of their service the cab end gangway on 
the Intermediate Driving Motor Seconds was 
removed and plated over. As mentioned before, 

one unit was formed to include ex-Edinburgh 
and Glasgow 1956–7-built Intermediate 
Driving Motor Brake Second (79168). This 
made it the only Swindon unit on the Ayrshire 
line that was gangwayed through both ends. 
At least one of the regular Ayrshire Swindon 
Class 126 units lasted in revenue service 
until 1983 as one was used on the last day of 
service on the Glasgow Central to Kilmacolm 
line on the 10th January 1983. One complete 
three-car Ayrshire Swindon unit survived into 
preservation.

This is Barassie just before work started 
on resignalling and electrification, with 
a unit en route to Ayr via Troon in April 
1982. In the background is the line to 
Kilmarnock.

This is Inverness and an eight-car set of 
vehicles is departing for Aberdeen in 
October 1975. You certainly don’t get 
trains of such length operating on this 
service today.
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Into the following morning 
(Thursday 9th December 1976)
With snow still steadily falling over the Black 
Country town of Wednesbury and with the time 
now just gone midnight, another light engine 
movement is on its way from Bescot. Most of 
the inhabitants of Wednesbury are probably 
tucked-up nice and warm in bed by this time, 
but David Jennings is only three hours into his 
night shift at Wednesbury No.1 signal box and 

still has further six hours to go before he can 
think about getting off home.
 In the distance, from beneath the Holyhead 
Road bridge, the Type 2 pairing of Class 
25/3 + 25/2 Nos.25 252 + 25 152 (ex-D7602 
+ D7502), running as 0E39, soon appear at 
12.08am. Having crossed from the up to the 
down running line just before rumbling over 
Potters Lane level crossing, the duo proceed 
to make their way past Wednesbury No.1 box 

BACKTRACK

Monday 27th June 1977: a fine going 
away study, as seen from the pedestrian 
footbridge in Potters Lane, incorporating 
some welcome human interest and 
looked over by the now demolished 
St. John’s Church. Class 25/3 No.25 273 
(ex-D7623) eases over Potters Lane 
level crossing at 16.54 and through the 
surviving Walsall-bound platform of the 
closed Wednesbury Town station (closed 
July 1964) as it leaves Wednesbury 
Exchange Sidings with a late afternoon 
trip working probably bound for Bescot 
Yard. Visible in front of the locomotive is 
the facing crossover enabling up trains 
from the Bescot/Walsall direction to 
access Wednesbury Exchange Sidings. 
Visible in the distance is the Holyhead 
Road overbridge and the Darlaston Loop 
line coming in from the left. To the right 
of the picture we see several wooden-
bodied tube wagons loaded with rod/
wire-in-coil and a bogie bolster laden 
with what appears to be billet awaiting 
collection. 
(Michael Mensing/D. J. H. Collection)

Wednesday 13th July 1977: with 
Wednesbury No.1 box visible on the left, 
Class 46 ‘Peak’ No.46 053 (ex-D190) is 
signalled for the Princes End line and 
is about to pass over Potters Lane level 
crossing with a loaded steel service. This 
is no doubt bound for Wolverhampton 
Steel Terminal which, at this time, 
could also be reached via Wednesbury 
Exchange Sidings and the surviving 
remnants of the former GWR main line. 
Much of the traffic using the Princes End 
line during the 1970s was associated with 
Spring Vale Steelworks which closed in 
April 1979, followed two years later by 
the Princes End line itself in April 1981. 
(John Whitehouse)

A WEDNESBURY WINTER’S NIGHT
DAVID J. HAYES concludes his account of a winter’s night at Wednesbury No.1 
signal box in December 1976 by continuing the nocturnal events of the previous 
evening into the morning of Thursday 9th. All train and other movement details are 
factual and are based on information contained in the Wednesbury Train Register, 
the official Working Timetable and the Local Trip Working booklet for that period.
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before disappearing from view beneath the 
ex-Great Western Railway (GWR) bridge and 
into Wednesbury Exchange Sidings, which 
were located out of sight on the opposite side 
of the embankment carrying the former GWR 
alignment and shrouded in darkness.
 The illuminated headcode box on the 
leading locomotive is partially obscured by 
snow, not that it matters. The requirement for 
locomotives to display four-character alpha-
numeric headcodes was discontinued as from 
January 1976 and the majority of locomotives 
fitted with four-character headcode boxes or 
panels had the roller-blind characters wound 
to show four zeros (or a similar variation), 
although technically this represented 0O00, 
as the second zero actually represented the 
letter ‘O’. There were, however, the usual 
exceptions to this rule, such as members of the 
Class 52 ‘Westerns’, where the four-character 
roller-blinds were sometimes wound so as to 
display the locomotive’s identity number in the 
redundant headcode panel.
 Although no strangers to the Black Country 
area on GWR metals during the 1960s, the 
‘Westerns’ also appeared quite regularly at 
Wednesbury traversing the former South 
Staffordshire Railway (SSR) line during the 
1970s at the head of the famous, long-distance 
vacuum-braked ‘Clayliner’ services between 
Cornwall/Devon and the Potteries, which they 
worked as far as Bescot from where an electric 
locomotive took the train forward to North 
Staffordshire, the ‘Western’ departing from 
Bescot with the empties an hour or so later.
 These workings originally ran via Westbury 
and Oxford to Bletchley where the diesel on the 
loaded clay train (often Class 52-hauled) handed 
over to an electric locomotive (D-E) and vice 
versa for the empties (E-D). The routeing of the 
‘Clayliner’ services via Bescot on a regular basis 

took effect from Monday 1st October 1973 but 
didn’t actually appear in the main Working 
Timetable (WTT) until May 1974.
 It was more often the return 6V53 
Mandatory Company (COY) working to St. 
Blazey that passed through Wednesbury, as the 
loaded 6M55 Mandatory COY service usually 
travelled via the Stourbridge Extension and 
the Soho Loop to reach Bescot, although it 
did run via Dudley for a while. There was 
also an additional Conditional (COY) loaded 
working (6M32) and return empties (6V06) on a 
Wednesday, which was booked via Dudley both 
ways. All the ‘Clayliner’ services (6M32/6M55 
loads and 6V06/6V53 empties) were booked for 
electric-haulage to and from Stoke-on-Trent. 
There were up to seven loaded trains per week 
and the corresponding empties.
 Despite being regular visitors to the Dudley 
line through Wednesbury on the ‘Clayliner’, 
David Jennings only managed to record three 
such members of the ‘Western’ fraternity in the 
Wednesbury Train Register on these workings 
for the period Tuesday 28th September 1976 
to Friday 14th January 1977, all of which were 
observed heading back to the Duchy of Cornwall 
with 6V53, the 04.27 SSuX Mandatory (COY) 
empties from Stoke-on-Trent to St. Blazey, 
which was booked through Wednesbury at 
6.53am MSSuX/9.08am MO (booked via the 
Stourbridge Extension on Saturday mornings).
 Those noted were. Nos.D1071 Western 
Renown (at 6.46am) on Tuesday 28th 
September, D1015 Western Champion (at 
7.03am) on Wednesday 20th October and 
D1013 Western Ranger (at 6.53am) on Friday 
22nd October.
 As of mid-November 1976, the Class 52 fleet 
totalled just fourteen examples so, by December 
of that same year, the chances of a ‘Western’ 
appearing on the ‘Clayliner’ at Wednesbury 
were probably becoming rather slim and 
something of a rarity. Other observations for 
the same period saw both the loaded and empty 

‘Clayliner’ services producing representatives 
of Classes 45, 46 and 47 through Wednesbury. 
Class 50s are also reported as having worked 
these trains to the West Midlands in later years.
 The ‘Clayliner’ was effectively a block 
train working but conveyed various forms of 
clay, including ball clay and bagged clay (the 
latter loaded in short-wheelbase VVV-type 
vans), from various clay dries in Devon and 
Cornwall. This service is not to be confused 
with the ‘Clayfreighter’, which was the short-
lived marketing title given to a weekly air-
braked block tanker train service operating 
between Burngullow and Sittingbourne. This 
was introduced in February 1967 and used for 
conveying china clay slurry destined for the 
Bowater paper mill in north Kent.
 The antiquated, tarpaulin-fitted, wooden-
bodied vacuum-braked OWV/UCV-type 
wagons associated with the ‘Clayliner’ services, 
which were sometimes mistakenly referred to 
as ‘Clayhoods’ (the ‘Clayhoods’ had a tent-like 
appearance and were confined to clay workings 
in Devon and Cornwall), were eventually 
‘retired’ in 1982 and replaced with modern, 
high-capacity air-braked PBA Tiger Rail 
wagons on the long-distance Potteries traffic. 
They could also be found on long-haul Anglo-
Scottish Speedlink wagonload clay flows to 
such destinations as Auchmuty (Tullis Russell) 
and Mossend (PD Stirling), and on a Speedlink 

Wednesday 13th July 1977: Class 20s 
Nos.20 180 + 20 181 (ex-D8180 + D8181) 
exit Wednesbury Exchange Sidings with 
a down freight heading towards Bescot/
Walsall. The train is passing beneath both 
the ex-GWR main line and the pedestrian 
footbridge in Potters Lane and is also 
passing Wednesbury No.1 box and over 
the level crossing. Visible to the right 
of the leading Type 1 is the surviving 
Walsall-bound platform of Wednesbury 
Town station. (John Whitehouse)

A WEDNESBURY WINTER’S NIGHT PART 
TWO



movement of ball clay from Furzebrook, Dorset, 
to the Potteries, the latter traffic joining the 
trunk-haul clay service to Stoke-on-Trent (Cliffe 
Vale) at Bescot.
 The bulk movement of china clay between 
Cornwall and the Potteries (now effectively a 
weekly ‘jumbo’ service) is currently the only 
long-distance domestic clay flow emanating 
from the West Country and now ranks as one 
of the longest surviving rail freight flows on the 
network, its long-standing routeing through the 
West Midlands having spanned more than 40-
years! And long may it continue.

After some 35-minutes, the same pair of 
 Class 25s that had arrived earlier 
 from Bescot re-emerge from beneath 

the GWR bridge as they ease their train out 
of Wednesbury Exchange Sidings and head 
off towards Walsall at 12.43am with the 8E39 
Mandatory freight to Tinsley. This service was 
actually booked to start from Great Bridge 
Steel Terminal (dep. 12.53am MSuX) and call 
at Wednesbury (1.00am–1.25am) for traffic 
purposes. The train was probably formed of a 
mixture of empty steel wagons and/or possibly 
16-ton MCO/MCV-type mineral wagons laden 
with scrap metal to feed the furnaces of the 
South Yorkshire steel industry. As mentioned in 
Part One, scrap metal was loaded into wagons 
at Wednesbury and was also brought in on 
local Trip Workings from a scrap merchant 
in Bilston (served by the former GWR route) 
usually by one of the two Wednesbury Class 08 
pilots (T51), which also worked to and from the 
Swan Village coal depot at Black Lake.
 As the rear of 8E39 slowly trundles past 
the box and clears the level crossing, the train’s 
guard, who is standing on the veranda of the 
brake van, gives a friendly wave before quickly 
retiring to the warmth of his mobile ‘office’.
 David Jennings doesn’t have to wait too 
long before Walsall Power Signal Box (PSB) 
is offering him his next train, 6G57, the 21.14 
MSSuX vacuum-braked Conditional (COY) 
block train from Corby to Brierley Hill Steel 
Terminal (arr. 12.26am). This service travelled 
a rather circuitous route via Castle Donington 

and Lichfield to reach Walsall rather than the 
more direct routeing of Leicester, Nuneaton 
and over the Sutton Park line and was booked 
through Wednesbury just after midnight (at 
12.02am); it was diagrammed for haulage by a 
pair of Class 20 locomotives.
 Having probably passed 8E39 somewhere 
in the vicinity of Walsall, the rostered Type 
1 pairing of Nos.20 171 + 20 113 (ex-D8171 + 
D8113) rumble across Potters Lane at 1.08am, 
a little over an hour late, with 6G57 and their 
trainload consignment of steel tubes from 
Corby. These may well have been loaded in 
STV-type wooden-bodied wagons, which could 
carry tubes of up to 30ft in length, although 
British Steel Corporation-owned PXV-type 
wagons, similar in appearance to the OTA 
types introduced in the mid-1980s for ‘round 
timber’ (logs), were also used for this traffic.
 This service and several other block trains 
conveying steel and other metal products to 
be seen at Wednesbury at this time were the 
mainstay of freight traffic using the Dudley line 
during the 1970s. Such workings could convey 
uniform consignments of steel, such as billets, 
coils or tubes, or a diverse mixture of steel 
products such as beams/girders, plate, rods etc 
using an equally varied variety of wagon types.
 Another of these was 6G50, the 06.46 

SSuX Mandatory (COY) block movement of 
pig iron from Workington to Brierley Hill (arr. 
2.52pm), for onward tripping to Pensnett. The 
pig iron was conveyed using two-axle SPV-type 
vacuum-braked wagons usually associated 
with steel plate traffic. This service was electric-
hauled via the Darlaston Junction to Pleck 
Junction chord to Walsall Brook Sidings (E-D 
1.57pm–2.19pm) where a diesel was attached 
to the other end of the train for the final few 
miles to destination; it was booked through 
Wednesbury at 2.28pm.
 The diesel-hauled leg was diagrammed 
for the Class 25 locomotive off Trip T26, 
which spent the best part of the morning 
working two round trips between Bescot and 
Spring Vale Steelworks via the Princes End 
line. The locomotive also visited the Perry 
Barr district of Birmingham to serve the SPD 
depot (12.45pm–1.05pm), which was situated 
close to the triangular junction with the Soho 
Loop line at Perry Barr. I believe SPD stood 
for ‘Speedy Prompt Delivery’, which was a 
road distribution company used by Bird’s Eye 
Frozen Foods back in the day. The building is 
still there with the faded red SPD lettering still 
visible from passenger trains operating on the 
Birmingham New Street to Walsall axis.
 Although booked for a Class 25, based 
on the notes of David Jennings, as per the 
Wednesbury Train Register, the diesel-hauled 
leg of the journey for 6G50 from Walsall to 
Brierley Hill also produced representatives of 
Classes 40, 45, 46 and 47.
 With 6G57 now out of section and the 
kettle on the go again, David Jennings peers out 
through the window overlooking Potters Lane. 
It has now stopped snowing but Potters Lane 
and the surrounding area is covered in a thick 
carpet of whiteness. The lofty spire of St. John’s 
Church (demolished in July 1985) can be made 
out in silhouette rising to the heavens and the 
blanket of cloud is beginning to clear, revealing 
a sky full of stars and an almost full moon on 
this bitterly cold night.
 To the right of the up running line (as 
viewed from the box) is the partially snow 
covered loop, which was often occupied with 

Thursday 14th July 1977: a pair of Class 
20s Nos.20 047 + 20 008 (ex-D8047 
+ D8008) is about to pass beneath 
the bridge carrying the former GWR 
alignment from Birmingham Snow Hill 
to Wolverhampton Low level heading 
towards Bescot/Walsall with a down 
freight. Both Type 1s are fitted with 
disc-type headcode displays. Standing 
on the ex-GWR formation, which lost its 
main line status in March 1967 and its 
remaining token peak hour passenger 
shuttle in March 1972, is a brake van and 
several condemned wagons awaiting 
their fate. This section of the old GWR 
route was still traversed by Class 
08-hauled coal trips to and from Swan 
Village coal depot. (John Whitehouse)
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wagons detached from passing services 
awaiting collection by one of the two 
Wednesbury Class 08 pilot engines or by one of 
the many trip workings visiting Wednesbury 
during course of the day (several of these were 
mentioned in Part One). On this occasion there’s 
a bogie bolster laden with steel section, a couple 
of wooden-bodied tube wagons containing rod-
in-coil and five empty 16-ton mineral wagons 
probably for loading with scrap metal at 
Bilston and/or Wednesbury Steel Terminal, or 
even possibly at Mr. Giblin’s nearby premises 
in the former London & North Western Railway 
(LNWR) goods shed which, tonight, has a hefty 
accumulation of snow covering the roof of the 
building, somewhat resembling the icing on 
a huge Christmas cake! Although not visible, 
the two diminutive Ruston diesels mentioned 
in Part One of this feature would be standing 
outside at the rear of the building, no doubt 
freezing their little brake blocks off!
 Standing in the sidings connected to the 
Darlaston Loop line, near the former LNWR 
goods shed, are a number of loaded ‘Catfish’ 
and ‘Dogfish’ engineers’ wagons, which look as 
if they’re laden with snow rather than railway 
ballast! A fox appears from behind the wall 
opposite and crosses the road towards the 
signal box before disappearing from view. 
David Jennings walks quickly to the other 
end of the box and catches a glimpse of the 
fox again for a moment before it disappears 
for good behind a platelayers’ cabin and into 
the darkness beneath and beyond the ex-GWR 
overbridge.
 Situated on the down side of the Dudley 
line, just beyond the GWR railway bridge, is 
a cluster of four, short length dead-end sidings 
containing an assortment of snow-covered 
wagons, which includes three empty bogie air-
braked steel carriers used for conveying strip 
coil from Teesside. The loaded wagons reached 
the Black Country on 6M60, the 09.40 MWFO 
Conditional (COY) air-braked block train 
from Lackenby to Brierley Hill (arr. 4.04pm), 
calling at both Wednesbury (3.01pm–3.21pm) 
and Great Bridge (3.26pm–3.46pm) for traffic 

purposes. This thrice-weekly service was often 
powered by a Thornaby Class 47 machine, but 
had been known to turn up with a pair of Class 
31s or behind a single Class 37. Class 40s would 
appear to have been frequent performers on 
this working, too, David Jennings having noted 
various members of these locomotive giants in 
the Wednesbury Train Register. Interestingly, 
the return working to Teesside was designated 
as a Class 4 service, running as 4E43, the 
17.55 MWFO Conditional (COY) empties from 
Brierley Hill to Lackenby, calling at Great 
Bridge (6.14pm–6.34pm) and Wednesbury 
(6.40pm–7.00pm).
 According to the entries made in the Train 
Register, the inbound service from Lackenby 
to Brierley Hill (6M60) was often running 
instead to Wolverhampton Steel Terminal for 
much of December 1976, but would still call at 
Wednesbury to detach traffic for Brierley Hill, 
Great Bridge and Wednesbury if so required 
before continuing via the Princes End line. 
Trains to and from Wolverhampton Steel 
Terminal at this time could also travel by way 

of the former GWR formation if need be. The 
return Class 4 working to Lackenby (4E43 but 
occasionally running as a Class 6 as 6E43) was 
sometimes shown starting from Wednesbury, 
the locomotive off 6M60 running Light Engine 
from Wolverhampton (via Princes End or 
sometimes by way of the old GWR route). 
Such an occurrence took place on Wednesday 
15th December 1976 when Class 47 No.47 
289 (ex-D1991) did the honours and departed 
Wednesbury Exchange Sidings at 4.39pm with 
4E43 to Teesside.
 The GWR bridge spanning the Dudley line 
is tonight occupied by a string of wagons, which 
mainly consist of empty 16-ton minerals (no 
doubt being staged here after being unloaded 
at the coal depot at Swan Village). Several 
other open type wagons are also included in 
the line-up and have the abbreviation ‘COND’ 
crudely written on their sides, thus identifying 
them as being condemned rolling stock, 
possibly awaiting a one-way movement to 
nearby Cashmore’s at Great Bridge.
 Situated out of sight between the Exchange 
Sidings and the embankment carrying the 
former GWR route are the Brunswick Sidings 
mentioned in Part One. During the early 1980s, 
this group of sidings was used for storing 
withdrawn Eastern Region Class 306 electric 
multiple units awaiting disposal at Cashmore’s 
where many a locomotive and item of rolling 
stock met its fate back in the day.

Back in the warmth of Wednesbury 
No.1 box and settling into his favourite 
comfortable chair with brew in hand, 

David Jennings opens his sandwich box and 
removes a couple of mince pies (apparently 
made by someone who makes exceedingly good 
cakes!) to accompany his hot beverage. Well, it 
is nearly Christmas!
 A glance at the wall clock mounted above 
the desk shows that it’s a little after 2.00am 
and Walsall PSB has just offered train 8M69. 
This is the 20.22 SSuX Conditional service 
from Scunthorpe to Bescot (arr. 1.20am), which 
is running late and would be terminating 

Thursday 14th July 1977: one of the main 
rail-borne commodities to be seen at 
Wednesbury during the 1970s was steel 
traffic in various forms (eg billet, strip 
coil, plate, rod/wire-in-coil, section, tubes 
etc) railed in from some of the major 
steel producing regions of the country, 
such as the North East, Humberside, 
Northamptonshire, North Staffordshire, 
South Yorkshire and South Wales. With 
a couple of bogie bolsters laden with 
what appears to be bars or billet and 
a SPV wagon containing steel plate 
visible on the right awaiting collection, 
Brush Type 2 Class 31/1 No.31 254 (ex-
D5682) snakes across from the up to 
the down running line to gain access to 
Wednesbury Exchange Sidings with a 
6M68 steel service. This is believed to be 
the 13.14 SSuX Conditional service from 
Scunthorpe to Brierley Hill (arr. 19.04). 
(John Whitehouse)



at Wednesbury this morning instead of at 
Bescot. At 2.15am ‘Peak’ Class 45/0 No.45 019 
(ex-D33) slowly makes its way from beneath 
the Holyhead Road and towards Potters Lane 
with 8M69, switching from the up to the 
down running lines just before reaching the 
level crossing. Soon after passing the box, the 
wheel flanges on the heavily laden wagons 
can be heard squealing as they negotiate the 
tight curvature of the tracks upon entering 
the Exchange Sidings. The train is probably 
conveying steel for off-loading at Wednesbury 
Steel Terminal on this occasion, although 
some of the traffic may also be tripped to 
Wolverhampton Steel Terminal later in the day 
via the GWR route.
 No sooner have the crossing gates been 
reopened to road traffic, although no road 
vehicles had actually passed over Potters Lane 
crossing for quite some time now, Walsall PSB 
sends the train description for 8V35, the very 
late running 22.30 SSuX Mandatory mixed 
goods from Bescot to Severn Tunnel Junction. 
This was booked to run as a Class 7 (7V35) and 
should have passed through Wednesbury at 
10.38pm the previous evening. As with most 
loaded freights heading for Dudley and beyond 
during the 1970s, this service was booked 
for banking assistance from Great Bridge to 
Dudley (depending on the trailing tonnage) and 
was also scheduled to call at Kidderminster 
(booked 11.22pm–11.42pm) for traffic purposes.
 Shortly before the train arrives, a 
motorcyclist draws up to the crossing gates. 
David Jennings kindly informs him that he 
won’t have to wait too long and with that Class 
25/2 No.25 099 (ex-D5249) appears at 2.25am 
(the best part of four-hours late!) with its 
traditional mixed wagonload freight bound for 
South Wales. With the crossing gates now open 
again, the motorcyclist gives a courteous wave 
and continues, very cautiously, on his way.
 The Dudley line was traversed during the 
1970s by several traditional inter-Regional 
mixed wagonload freights each weekday to and 
from Bescot and such Western Region locations 
as Gloucester and Severn Tunnel Junction. 
These workings produced a good variety of 

motive power through Wednesbury, which 
included representatives of Classes 20, 24, 25, 
31, 37, 40, 45, 46, 47 and even the occasional 
Class 50 for good measure!
 The air-braked wagonload network at this 
time was still expanding and would be launched 
as Speedlink in September 1977. The traditional 
wagonload network, however, was in decline 
and would eventually be phased out in 1984, its 
final twelve months of operation being mainly 
dedicated to the movements of coal and scrap 
metal conveyed in vacuum-braked wagons. The 

introduction of new purpose-built air-braked 
wagons for these commodities enabled much 
of this type of traffic to be Speedlink-hauled 
for a while before the advent of rail freight 
sectorisation and the formation of the Trainload 
Freight sub-sectors (Coal, Construction, Metals 
and Petroleum) in late 1987.
 At 2.32am the ‘Peak’ off 8M69 from 
Scunthorpe re-appears momentarily before 
setting off light engine (0M69) back towards 
Walsall, presumably heading for Bescot for 
servicing or to take up its next booked duty. 
In the meantime David Jennings flicks through 
some of the official notices pinned up on the 
wall before being interrupted and receiving the 
train description for 4V73 from Walsall PSB.
 With the crossing gates closed against 
any road traffic, another ‘Peak’, in the shape 
of Class 46 No.46 025 (ex-D162), opens up past 
the box at 2.51am, some 40 minutes late (it was 
booked through Wednesbury at 2.11am), and 
heads off in the direction of Dudley with 4V73, 
the 16.13 SSuX Mandatory Freightliner service 
from Edinburgh Portobello to Cardiff Pengam. 
This was the counterpart of 4S88, which had 
been seen at 9.56pm the previous evening (as 
mentioned in Part One), and will have also 
called at Newcastle Follingsby Freightliner 
Terminal. Next stop is Dudley Freightliner 
Terminal where the service was scheduled to 
call from 2.46am–4.12am. Again, as mentioned 
and explained in Part One of this feature, both 
these long-distance Freightliners were the 
only two scheduled freight services at this 
time booked to traverse the entire axis from 
Abbotswood Junction to Wichnor Junction (and 
vice versa) via Dudley.
 As 4V73 passes beneath the GWR 
overbridge we have what our American 
railway enthusiast ‘cousins’ would call ‘a meet’. 
Class 25/1 No.25 040 (ex-D5190), also seen the 
previous evening (at 11.51pm) when running 
light engine as 0T57, approaches with 8T60, the 
01.40 MSSuX trip from Brierley Hill to Bescot 
(arr. 3.27am), which was booked to call at Great 
Bridge (2.05am–2.35am) and Wednesbury 
(2.42am–3.12am). After stopping to attach 
traffic from the Exchange Sidings whilst 

 Thursday 14th July 1977: a fine 
study showing the railways around 
Wednesbury in their bleak industrial 
surroundings. Class 47/0 No.47 035 
(ex-D1615) approaches with 4S50, 
the evening 19.30 SSuX Freightliner 
departure from Dudley to Glasgow 
Gushetfaulds, which was booked through 
Wednesbury at 19.49 and will be hauled 
by a pair of electric locomotives forward 
from Bescot. One of the Wednesbury 
Class 08 pilots stands in the small cluster 
of single-ended sidings, flanked by 
empty bogie steel-carrying wagons. 
Some of these are air-braked coil carriers, 
which arrived in the Black Country 
laden with strip coil from Lackenby 
on Teesside for the steel terminals at 
Brierley Hill, Great Bridge, Wednesbury 
and Wolverhampton. Also visible is 
the Princes End branch, which closed 
to through traffic in early April 1981. 
However, a short section of the Princes 
End line was retained from the Dudley 
line to serve the nearby oil-fired standby 
Ocker Hill Power Station plant, which was 
commissioned in May 1979 (the adjacent 
coal-fired power station had closed in 
March 1977). The standby plant received 
what were believed to have been its 
last rail-borne deliveries of oil in early 
1991, just two years before the actual 
closure of the Dudley line as a through 
route via Wednesbury in March 1993. 
(John Whitehouse)
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standing on the down running line, 8T60 sets 
off on time at 3.12am for Bescot Yard.
 Five minutes later, another Sulzer variant 
in the shape of Class 25/3 No.25 296 (ex-D7646), 
which had been held on the up line beyond the 
Holyhead Road bridge since 3.04am awaiting 
access to Wednesbury Exmotive had more 
than likely originated from Bescot). Having 
methodically entered all the relevant details in 
the Train Register, the kettle is filled ready for 
one more brew a little later.
 David Jennings was one of those diligent 
signalmen who also religiously noted down the 
locomotive numbers of passing trains and light 
engine movements in the Train Register. This 
additional ‘unofficial’ information makes for 
fascinating reading and makes articles such as 
this both possible and a pleasure to compile – 
and hopefully interesting to read, too!

With just two more hours of his nine-
hour shift still to go, and while 
taking a sip from his fourth (and 

final) mug of tea of the night, notification 
comes from Eagle Crossing box of a train 
entering the section and the crossing gates are 
again closed across Potters Lane. At 4.04am 
train 6F10, the late returning 01.54 MTSuX 
Conditional (COY) tube empties from Brierley 
Hill to Corby (via Lichfield) makes its way 
through Wednesbury the best part of two-
hours late with Class 20s Nos.20 113 + 20 171 
up front doing the work. This is the balance 
of 6G57 (seen earlier at 1.08am) and should’ve 
passed Wednesbury at 2.13am.
 Although the tail lamp on the rear wagon of 
6F10 has now disappeared from view beneath 
the distant Holyhead Road bridge, the crossing 
gates are kept closed to road traffic (there’s no-
one waiting anyway) because 8V59, the 04.00 
MSSuX Mandatory mixed goods from Bescot to 
Gloucester, is only a couple of minutes away. At 
4.06am, running three minutes early, ‘split-box’ 
Class 37 No.37 090 (ex-D6790) passes slowly 
through the remnants of Wednesbury Town 
station with this train in tow (the same ‘Syphon’ 
also worked this service the following morning, 
too, passing through Wednesbury at 4.00am).
 Interestingly, Class 50s had also put 
in appearances on this working, David 
Jennings having noted two members of the 
class passing through Wednesbury during 
October and November of 1976. These were 
No.50 003 (ex-D403) at 3.20am on Friday 29th 
October, the service running the best part of 
an hour early and as a Class 6 (6V59), and 
No.50 033 (ex-D433) at 4.07am on Thursday 
18th November (running as booked as 8V59). 
Both locomotives were later adorned with the 
names Temeraire and Glorious respectively in 
May and June of 1978.
 Lumbering Class 8 wagonload freight 
workings such as this and 8V35 seen earlier 
were restricted to running at a maximum speed 
of 35mph and often had interesting wagon 
formations of vacuum-braked and unfitted 
rolling stock with a brake van tagged on the 
rear. They were sometimes used for conveying 
shunting engines en route to or from works 
attention or on transfer between depots/regions, 
thus requiring a further reduction of maximum 
speed to that of 25mph to be observed by the 
drivers of such freight turns. These shunting 
engine transit movements, however, could often 
turn out to be a one way trip for an appointment 
with the cutters’ torch!

 Those services performing such 
movements were sometimes identified in the 
Train Register with the abbreviations ‘EXLO’ 
or ‘OGLO’ referring to an ‘Exceptional Load’ or 
‘Out Of Gauge Load’ respectively. Also, because 
of having to pause at Great Bridge for banking 
assistance to Dudley (depending on the trailing 
tonnage) and having to stop again once the 
other side of Dudley for the train guard to pin 
down the brakes on unfitted wagons for the 
descent to Stourbridge Junction, the first twelve 
miles between Bescot Yard and Stourbridge 
Junction could take up to an hour or more to 
cover, especially when conveying a shunting 
engine!
 Some of these traditional mixed wagonload 
freights to and from Bescot and the Western 
Region were also booked to call at Brierley 
Hill and/or Kidderminster for traffic purposes. 
Traffic handled at Kidderminster Goods during 
the 1970s included coal, steel and jute, the latter 
used by the carpet manufacturing industry for 
which Kidderminster was (and probably still 
is) world famous. The jute was conveyed from 
Dundee to Bescot using modern air-braked 
vans, sometimes referred to as ‘Supervans’ in 
the Trip Working notices.
 These ‘Supervans’ were used for a variety 
of commodities and could also turn up at other 
general goods facilities dotted around the West 
Midlands, such as those then still to be found in 
Birmingham, Coventry and Walsall. Several of 
the trips to be seen at Wednesbury at this time 
dealt with traffic to and from Kidderminster 
Goods, the site of which is now the terminus 
station of the Severn Valley Railway.
 An hour after arriving light engine (0E88), 
and having made its presence known courtesy 
of a friendly, muted, sound of the horn, Class 
25/3 No.25 296 eventually emerges from the 
Exchange Sidings a little later than booked at 
4.16am with 8E88, the 04.05 MSuX Conditional 
service from Wednesbury to Scunthorpe, which 
was no doubt conveying steel empties. After 
this busy burst of activity (three freights in 

twelve minutes), things quieten down a bit and 
it has also started to snow again.
 There’s a very relaxed atmosphere in 
the box accompanied by a hypnotic ticking 
coming from the clock mounted on the wall, 
which shows the time as 4.34am. Suddenly, 
the telephone on the desk begins to ring. 
David Jennings answers it promptly, smiles 
and engages in a few minutes of light-hearted 
conversation with his colleague at Eagle 
Crossing box. It would appear that the crew 
off the Great Bridge assisting/pilot engine duty 
are also in the box with the Eagle Crossing 
‘Bobby’ (they’re probably enjoying a hot brew 
after banking 8V59) and are joining in with the 
friendly ‘banter’ while waiting to perform their 
next banking turn to Dudley.
 This wouldn’t be long in coming, as it 
happens, as another Freightliner train was 
due anytime soon, this being 4M51, the 22.35 
SSuX Glasgow Gushetfaulds to Dudley (arr. 
5.08am), which was electric-hauled to Bescot 
(E-D 3.56am–4.27am) and booked through 
Wednesbury at 4.35am. This Mandatory 
service was the Freightliner from Dudley to 
Glasgow Gushetfaulds, which had passed 
through Wednesbury at 7.33pm (sixteen 
minutes early) the previous evening and would 
have been electric-hauled from Bescot to central 
Scotland.
 Having eventually been offered by Walsall 
PSB at 4.49am and running some 22-minutes 
later than booked (which isn’t too bad when 
compared with some of the late running 
witnessed earlier in the shift!), 4M51 eventually 
goes by at 4.57am being hauled by Class 47/0 
No.47 002 (ex-D1522) for the last few miles of its 
long trek from Scotland and would be assisted 
from Great Bridge by the resident Class 25 
banking engine if need be.
 Like 4S50, the diesel-hauled leg of 4M51 
was pretty much a solid Class 47 turn at this 
time, although in later years both workings 
would tend to produce any suitable type of 
traction available at Bescot for the short-haul 

Wednesbury No.1 signal box interior. Although this view was taken in the 1980s, it 
has been included to give some idea of what the interior looked like. With the wall-
mounted clock above the desk showing the time as 8.05pm, resident signalman Ian 
Johnston is seen on duty on this particular evening. Ian was, and still is, a smashing 
Scottish chap and was one of the two regular, resident Wednesbury signalmen whom 
I got to know really well. Ian also worked the boxes at Bloxwich, Rushall, Lichfield City, 
Four Oaks and Aston and did a spell in Bescot Down Tower. He finished his signalling 
career whilst at Walsall Power Box and is now enjoying his well-earned retirement! 
(David J. Hayes)
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diesel leg of the journey. This included using 
members of the recently introduced Class 56 
family which, I believe, were engaged on these 
workings for driver familiarisation purposes.

Dudley Freightliner Terminal had 
opened in November 1967 and was 
built on much of the site of Dudley 

station (closed summer 1964) and the Castle 
Goods facilities. The terminal handled services 
to and from a good variety of other terminals 
in its fledgling years, which included such far 
flung locations as Glasgow (Gushetfaulds), 
Holyhead, Hull, Newcastle (Follingsby), 
Parkeston, Stockton, Southampton (Millbrook) 
and Swansea (Danygraig). Some of this hefty 
workload, however, was later switched to the 
larger Birmingham (Lawley Street) Freightliner 
Terminal when that facility opened in 
November 1969.
 Dudley was also a calling point for the 
Cardiff to Edinburgh and return services 
mentioned earlier (4S88/4V73) and for a while 

dealt with a Cardiff to Sheffield (Masborough) 
Freightliner and its return counterpart. There 
was even a weekly out-and-back service from 
Norwich (Wensum) at one point, used for 
conveying empty Freightliner flats in both 
directions; these were probably en route from 
and to repair/programmed maintenance.
 The Freightliner terminal at Dudley played 
host to a good variety of motive power over 
the years, which included the appearances of 
Classes 20, 25, 31, 37, 40, 45, 46, 47, 56 and 58. 
One of the more unusual, however, was that 
of Class 86 electric locomotive No.86 245 (ex-
E3182), which visited the facility on Tuesday 
8th May 1984 to attend a naming ceremony 
where it was named Dudley Castle by the Earl 
of Dudley. The locomotive was hauled to and 
from the event by Class 58 No.58 002.
 Much of Dudley Freightliner Terminal’s 
remaining workload had diminished by the 
mid-1980s and it closed in September 1986 
(some 30-years ago now) after less than twenty-
years’ active service. Its last departure was the 

evening 4S50 service to Glasgow Gushetfaulds 
on Friday 26th of that month. This was hauled 
as far as Bescot by Class 58 No.58 030. The 
locomotive, crewed by Driver Bill Allsworth 
and Guard Derek Hillman, was adorned with 
a wreath to mark the occasion. It’s a sobering 
thought that nearly all the Freightliner 
terminals mentioned above (plus a number 
of others) are no longer with us, the majority 
having succumbed to a BR cull on Freightliner 
facilities in 1986/87. A very interesting and 
detailed feature on Dudley Freightliner 
Terminal appeared in the October 2014 issue of 
Backtrack (Vol.28 No.10).
 Having passed 4M51 somewhere in the 
vicinity of Great Bridge and with the crossing 
gates in Potters Lane already firmly closed 
against the road traffic (in this instance a 
solitary articulated lorry on its way to one of 
the local businesses in the area no doubt), the 
appearance of Class 37 No.37 208 (ex-D6908) 
looming out of the darkness at 5.06am hauling 
the 6M39 Cardiff Docks to Soho Pool (Texaco) 
block tanker train is the next freight to appear 
on the scene. Although the service didn’t 
actually register in the main WTT for this 
period, it may well have appeared in one of the 
WTT supplements which I don’t have in my 
modest collection. The Train Register reveals 
that the return empties (6V80) on this day 
passed through Wednesbury some three hours 
later at 8.04am, no doubt hauled by the same 
English Electric Type 3, which were regular 
performers on this out-and-back South Wales 
working at the time.
 These trains were booked to be worked by 
Class 35 ‘Hymeks’ during the 1960s (up until 
the early 1970s) and by a pair of ‘Hymeks’ 
during a short-term trial period of increased 
loadings when up to 40 two-axle tank wagons 
were conveyed in April 1964. The trial trains 
were split into two twenty-wagon length 
portions at Bescot for final delivery. The Soho 
Pool terminal was reached via a spur from the 
Soho Loop line. Although Soho Pool closed to 
general goods in May 1974, the Texaco terminal 
remained rail-active until May 1982.
 With the falling snow having now turned 
to sleet, Class 47/0 No.47 002 is seen again at 
5.35am, but is now heading back towards 
Walsall (probably en route to Bescot) running as 
the 0M51 light engine movement from Dudley 
Freightliner Terminal. After the Brush Type 4 

BACKTRACK

Wednesbury No.1 Signal Box Night Shift  –  21.00 Wednesday 8th to 06.00 Thursday 9th December 1976

Train Locomotive(s) Service/Movement Details Wednesbury

  Wednesday 8th December 1976 (21.00–24.00) 
8Z73 46 004 (D141) Wednesbury to South Wales steel empties?  Dep. 21.47
4S88 46 006 (D143) Cardiff Pengam to Edinburgh Portobello (Freightliner) Pass 21.56
0T57 25 040 (D5190) Bescot to Stourbridge Junction? Pass 23.51

  Thursday 9th December 1976 (00.00–06.00) 
0E39 25 252+25 152 (D7602+D7502) Bescot to Wednesbury (for 8E39 to Tinsley) Arr. 00.08
8E39 25 152+25 252 Wednesbury to Tinsley (steel empties and/or scrap loads) Dep. 00.43
6G57 20 171+20 113 (D8171+D8113) Corby to Brierley Hill (steel tubes) Pass 01.08
8M69 45 019 (D33) Scunthorpe to Wednesbury (normally terminates at Bescot)  Arr. 02.15
8V35 25 099 (D5249) Bescot to Severn Tunnel Junction (traditional mixed goods)  Pass 02.25
0M69 45 019 Wednesbury to Bescot? (off 8M69 ex-Scunthorpe) Dep. 02.32
4V73 46 025 (D162) Edinburgh Portobello to Cardiff Pengam (Freightliner) Pass 02.51
8T60 25 040 Brierley Hill to Bescot (Trip Working) Call 02.51-03.12
0E88 25 296 (D7646) Bescot (?) to Wednesbury (for 8E88 to Scunthorpe) Arr. 03.17
6F10 20 113+20171 Brierley Hill to Corby (tube empties)  Pass 04.04
8V59 37 090 (D6790) Bescot to Gloucester (traditional mixed goods) Pass 04.06
8E88 25 296 Wednesbury to Scunthorpe (steel empties) Dep. 04.16
4M51 47 002 (D1522) Glasgow Gushetfaulds to Dudley (Freightliner) Pass 04.57
6M39 37 208 (D6908) Cardiff to Soho Pool (Texaco) Pass 05.06
0M51 47 002 Dudley to Bescot? (off 4M51 ex-Glasgow Gushetfaulds) Pass 05.35

Wednesday 11th May 1977: as mentioned in the article, Wednesbury saw a fair 
amount of block tanker train activity during the 1970s, which included fuel-oil trains 
to the town’s Patent Shaft Steelworks. These arrived from various refineries such as 
Llandarcy, Stanlow, Teesport and Thames Haven. Class 45/0 No.45 073 (ex-D129) 
prepares to depart from Wednesbury Exchange Sidings with discharged bogie tank 
wagons forming a return working from the Patent Shaft to Ripple Lane/Thames 
Haven. A wonderful industrial backdrop to this scene is provided by that of the 
coal-fired Ocker Hill Power Station, which had only recently closed in March 1977. 
(John Whitehouse)
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has passed, the level crossing gates are opened 
and a lone pedestrian continues on his way 
along Potters Lane, having braved the elements 
to walk the dog and no doubt deciding that it 
was probably better to wait for a few minutes 
at the crossing rather than risking life and 
limb using the slippery, ungritted footbridge, 
especially when having a canine companion in 
tow!

Shift statistics
Many of the trains booked to run during David 
Jennings’s shift did indeed run. There were 
inevitably some omissions counter-balanced 
by a few additions. Those that failed to appear 
were. 8K06, the 03.30 MSSuX Conditional 
movement of steel empties from Brierley Hill 
to Grange Junction, North Staffordshire, which 
was booked to call at Great Bridge (3.52am–
4.07am) and Wednesbury (4.14am–4.32am) 
and was diagrammed for electric haulage from 
Bescot (D-E 4.46am–5.06am); 7M95, the 23.10 
SSuX Conditional block train from Cardiff 
Tidal to Bescot (arr. 4.54am), which called ‘as 
required’ at both Great Bridge (dep. 4.32am) and 
Wednesbury (dep. 4.44am); and 7M81, the 01.25 
MSSuX Conditional goods service from Severn 
Tunnel Junction to Bescot (arr. 5.45am), which 
was booked to call at Brierley Hill (4.15am–
4.45am) and ‘as required’ at both Great Bridge 
(dep. 5.23am) and Wednesbury (dep. 5.37am). 
The latter train did, however, eventually turn 
up (albeit much later than booked) and was 
recorded in the Train Register as passing 
though Wednesbury later that morning at 
10.18am, the best part of five hours late!
 Statistically, there had been eighteen 
movements of which thirteen were revenue 
freight trains (loads and empties). Please refer 
to the two accompanying tables for a tabulation 
of movements as they actually occurred and for 

what should have run as per the official WTT. 
By comparison, as of March 1993, the month 
the Dudley line through Wednesbury officially 
closed as a through route, you’d be lucky to see 
this volume of traffic all day let alone during a 
single nine-hour night shift!
 In addition to the freight services seen on 
this December night in 1976, fourteen different 
locomotives from six different classes were also 
observed. 20 (2), 25 (5), 37 (2), 45 (1), 46 (3) and 47 
(1). All at this time would have been painted in 
the BR ‘corporate blue’ livery, those fitted with 
headcode boxes/panels displaying the 0000 
(actually representing 0O00) configuration as 
described earlier. Apparently, as of December 
1976 there were just 136 locomotives from 
seven different classes still wearing the old 
Brunswick Green livery. 03 (1), 08 (91), 09 (1), 
13 (1), 20 (32), 40 (2) and 47 (8).

Other statistics
Despite a general trend of steady decline, the 
volume of freight and traffic using the Dudley 
line through Wednesbury as of December 
1976 was still very impressive, with some 
370 booked movements scheduled engine 
movements out of the equation, this amounted 
to nearly 300 freights per week appearing 
at Wednesbury, with an average of between 
55 and 60 scheduled to run most weekdays. 
However, how many of these actually ran in 
reality is another question!
 Admittedly, the majority of freights to be 
seen at Wednesbury at this time (now some 
40 years ago) trip workings, which could be 
cancelled or amended at short notice to suit 
customer requirements and fluctuating traffic 
demands on any given day. However, this was 
also a time when additional specials could turn 
up at Wednesbury on a regular basis, often en-
route to one of the steel terminals or steelworks 

in the Black Country region or perhaps even to 
the Albion Gulf Oil Depot.
 Those freights of a regular and stabler 
nature consisted of Mandatory services, such 
as Freightliners, and certain block trains and 
traditional yard-to-yard mixed wagonload 
goods services, where it was important for the 
locomotive and/or train crew of such services 
to be in the right position for their next booked 
duty, which may have been a return Mandatory 
freight service or perhaps even a passenger or 
parcels turn.

All done and dusted
Having gathered his belongings together, 
David Jennings gives the floor of the signal 
box a quick sweep and mopping over (not that 
it needed it), then waits patiently for his relief 
to arrive. The passing of 0M51 from Dudley 
Freightliner Terminal turned out to be the last 
movement of his shift, thus concluding our 
nocturnal and nostalgic trip down memory 
lane, or perhaps I should say Potters Lane!

Acknowledgements and Dedication
A sincere thank you to my good friend Andy 
Williams for the scanning of the images used with 
this two-part article (Andy’s Bescot Plus website 
is highly recommended and well worth a visit). I 
would, again, like to thank Andy and also Ian Pell 
and Paul Dorney for providing additional information 
used in this feature and extend my gratitude to 
those photographers who have very kindly allowed 
or given prior consent for their work to be used to 
illustrate it.
 Although never having had the pleasure of 
actually meeting the gentleman, I would like to 
dedicate this article to the memory of Wednesbury 
‘bobby’ Mr. David Jennings and to acknowledge the 
other regular signallers who manned Wednesbury 
No.1 box until its eventual closure on Friday 19th 
March 1993 (the same date the Dudley line through 
Wednesbury officially closed to all traffic).

Comparison Table  –  Wednesbury No.1 Signal Box Night Shift  –  21.00 Wednesday 8th to 06.00 Thursday 9th December 1976
All Booked Workings (as per WTT) and Non-Booked Movements (Non-Scheduled Movements Shown In italics)

Train Service/Movement Details (Including Local Traffic Stop Timings) Wednesbury

 Wednesday 8th December 1976 (21.00–24.00)
4S88 16.15 SSuX FLR Cardiff Pengam FLT to Edinburgh Portobello FLT; calls at Dudley FLT (19.56–21.05 SsuX) Pass 21.23 SsuX
8Z73 Inter-Regional special from Wednesbury; believed to be destined for South Wales  Dep. 21.47 Wed
7V35 22.30 SsuX TMG Bescot Down Yard to Severn Tunnel Junction; calls at Kidderminster (23.22–23.42 SsuX) Pass 22.38 SsuX
0T57 Believed to be a Light Engine movement from Bescot to Stourbridge Junction Pass 23.51 Wed

 Thursday 9th December 1976 (00.00–06.00) 
6G57 21.14 MSSuX COY Corby to Brierley Hill (arr. 00.26 MTSuX) Pass 00.02 MTSuX
0E39 00.08 MSuX LE Bescot LHS to Great Bridge (arr. 00.20 MSuX); for 8E39 to Tinsley  Pass 00.16 MSuX
8E39 00.53 MSuX Great Bridge to Tinsley; calls at Wednesbury (01.00–01.25 MSuX) Calls 01.00–01.25 MSuX
4V73 16.13 SSuX FLR Edinburgh Portobello FLT to Cardiff Pengam FLT; calls at Dudley FLT (02.46-04.12 MSuX) Pass 02.11 MSuX
6F10 01.54 MTSuX ETY COY Brierley Hill to Corby Pass 02.13 MTSuX
8M69 20.22 SSuX Scunthorpe to Bescot Up Yard (arr. 01.20 MSuX); diverted and amended to terminate at Wednesbury Arr. 02.15 Thu
  (arr. 02.15 Thu)
0K06 02.20 MSSuX LE Bescot LHS to Brierley Hill (arr. 03.00 MSSuX); for 8K06 to Grange Junction Pass 02.30 MSSuX
0M69 Locomotive off 8M69 ex-Scunthorpe departing Light Engine; believed to be en route to Bescot Dep. 02.32 Thu
9T60 01.40 MSSuX Brierley Hill to Bescot Up Yard (arr. 03.37 MSSuX); calls at Great Bridge (02.05–02.35 MSSuX) and Calls 02.42–03.12 MSSuX
  Wednesbury (02.42–03.12 MSSuX)
0E88 LIGHT ENGINE MOVEMENT TO WEDNESBURY FOR 8E88 TO SCUNTHORPE. NO OTHER DETAILS NO DETAILS
8E88 04.05 MSuX ETY Wednesbury to Scunthorpe Dep. 04.05 MSuX
8V59 04.00 MSSuX TMG Bescot  Up Yard to Gloucester  Pass 04.09 MSSuX
8K06 03.30 MSSuX ETY Brierley Hill to Grange Junction; calls at Great Bridge (03.52–04.07 MSSuX) and Wednesbury Calls 04.14–04.32 MSSuX
  (04.14–04.32 MSSuX). Booked for electric haulage from Bescot Up & Down Goods Loop (D-E 04.46-05.06 MSSuX)
4M51 22.35 SSuX FLR Glasgow Gushetfaulds FLT to Dudley FLT (arr. 05.08 MSuX); booked for electric haulage to Pass 04.35 MSuX
  Bescot No.1 Storage Siding (E–D 03.56–04.27 MSuX)
7M95 23.10 SSuX Cardiff Tidal to Bescot Up Yard (arr. 04.54 MSuX); calls ‘As Required’ (As Req.) at Great Bridge Calls As Req. – 04.44 MSuX
  (dep. 04.32 MSuX) and Wednesbury (dep. 04.44 MSuX)
6M39 COY Cardiff to Soho Pool (NO OTHER DETAILS)  Pass 05.06 Thu
0*** LIGHT ENGINE MOVEMENT FOR LOCOMOTIVE OFF 4M51 EX-GLASGOW. NO OTHER DETAILS NO DETAILS
7M81 01.25 MSSuX Severn Tunnel Junction to Bescot Up Yard (arr. 05.45 MSSuX); calls at Brierley Hill (04.15–04.45 MSSuX) Calls As Req. – 05.37 MSSuX
  and ‘As Required’ (As Req.) at Great Bridge (dep. 05.23 MSSuX) and Wednesbury (dep. 05.37 MSSuX)

ADDITIONAL ABBREVIATIONS. As Req. (‘As Required’); COY (Company train); D–E (Loco change from Diesel to Electric); E–D (Loco change from Electric to Diesel); ETY (Empties); FLR 
(Freightliner); FLT (Freightliner Terminal); LE (Light Engine); LHS (Locomotive Holding Sidings); TMG (Traditional Mixed Goods).
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Looking through my collection of railway 
paperwork I was reminded of the 
 sheer diversity of material produced 

by British Railways during the course of its 
existence. There among the timetables, posters, 
promotional leaflets and closure notices was 
a small number of publications specifically 
produced to commemorate special events 
in the life of the railway. As such they were 
intended for a minority audience – those with 
an interest in railways or perhaps with some 
connection to the event being commemorated 
– rather than the wider public. Nonetheless 
it showed that British Railways considered 
it worth the effort to celebrate its heritage 
through the medium of the printed word.
 Of the four publications reviewed here, 
two commemorate centenaries of well known 
railway infrastructure and two were produced 
as souvenirs of locomotive naming ceremonies.

The Story of New Street
The London Midland Region issued this 
sixteen-page booklet in 1954 to coincide with 
the centenary of Birmingham New Street 
station. Written by F. W. Grocott and priced 
at one shilling, the booklet was clearly aimed 
at those members of the public attending a 
special exhibition of locomotives and rolling 
stock, held at New Street from 1st to 3rd June 
1954.
 Inside the cover, appropriately in the 
LMR’s house colours of maroon and white, the 
reader is provided with an excellent history 
of the station’s first one hundred years. The 
author comments that New Street is the fourth 
largest station on the London Midland Region 

and remains one of the 
busiest in the world, issuing 
some three million tickets 
every year and employing 
600 staff. He then makes 
reference to the signalling 
arrangements, informing 
the reader that the station 
is controlled by no fewer 
than six signal boxes, the 
largest of which – Number 5 
– contains 153 levers and is 
manned by three signalmen. 
Some information is also 
provided on the locomotive 
sheds which served New 
Street through the years. A 
number of black and white 
photographs accompany 
the narrative, together with 
a map of the lines serving 
New Street. Whilst it states 
that mineral lines are 
excluded from the map, it is 
noteworthy that all Western 
Region lines in the area are 
similarly omitted, a sign 
perhaps that old company 
loyalties were still alive and 
well in 1954.
 Following a description 
of the considerable bomb 

damage inflicted on New Street by the 
Luftwaffe, the author concludes by discussing 
the rather limited improvements made in the 
post-war period. He comments on the many 
plans put forward to improve the station, but 
is of the opinion these had proved impossible 
to implement due to its central location and “…
that very fact precludes any major rebuilding”. 
Of course, only ten years later this is exactly 
what was taking place, although the end result 
was a station that attracted almost universal 
criticism. Now in 2015 another major rebuild 
of New Street has recently been completed, 
the main outcome of which appears to be the 

provision of more retail space rather than 
any significant improvement to the station’s 
operational capability. One wonders what Mr. 
Grocott would have made of that.
 The booklet is let down only by the 
photograph on the front cover, depicting the 
particularly grim frontage of the Queen’s 
Hotel, located above the main entrance to 
the station. To make the scene even more 
unappealing, the photograph appears to have 
been taken on a dull, wet day; rows of taxis 
can be seen awaiting customers but the street 
looks almost deserted. That old saying ‘never 
judge a book by its cover’ is certainly true for 
The Story of New Street.

1859–1959 Centenary of Royal 
Albert Bridge, Saltash
By way of contrast the front cover of this 
booklet is a reproduction of Terence Cuneo’s 
famous painting of ‘Castle’ Class No.5021 
Whittington Castle crossing Brunel’s last great 
masterpiece. As with The Story of New Street, 
the booklet had a cover price – in this case one 
shilling and sixpence – but with any profit 
being given to the Western Region ‘Helping 
Hand’ Charity Fund.
 Following a brief foreword by J. R. 
Hammond, General Manager of the WR, the 
text outlines the building of the Cornwall 
Railway and the need to link this up with 
the line from London Paddington, hence the 
requirement for a crossing over the River 
Tamar. The reader learns that initially it was 
proposed to take trains across the river by 
ferry, but when Parliament rejected this idea, 
Brunel laid down plans for a high level bridge. 
A description of the methods used to construct 
the bridge then follows and well illustrates the 
incredible feats of engineering this involved.
 The final few paragraphs deal with Brunel’s 
death in September 1859, only a few months 
after completion of the bridge. Paying homage 
to the Great Man, the booklet reproduces a 
passage from the half-yearly report to the 
shareholders of the Cornwall Railway. Therein 
Brunel is remembered for his “extraordinary 
genius”, whilst the Royal Albert Bridge is 
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described as a “stupendous and beautiful 
structure”. Perhaps most revealing, the 
company’s directors wished to place on record 
that the cost of the bridge had not exceeded 
£225,000 and it was their belief that “…no 
engineering work in existence…has been more 
economically completed”. This was, of course, 
exactly what the shareholders wanted to hear 
and shows the directors were not beyond using 
a little ‘spin’ even in 1859.
 To accompany the narrative the 
booklet contains a number of illustrations, 
some of which are particularly interesting. 
One photograph shows the bridge under 
construction, with the main span on the 
Cornish side already in situ, whilst the second 
span is seen floated out on to the river but 
yet to be raised into position. Also of note is 
a fine sketch, reproduced from The Illustrated 
London News, depicting the opening of the 
bridge by H.R.H. The Prince Consort on 2nd 
May 1859.

Naming Ceremony of the Last 
Steam Locomotive to be built by 
British Railways
Taking into account the enormous historical 
significance of this event, the booklet produced 
by the Western Region as a souvenir of the 
occasion does not really do it justice. Intended 
primarily for those guests attending the 
ceremony, the booklet’s cover shows a line 
drawing of a BR Standard Class 9F 2‑10‑0 
together with the dates 1825 and 1960 in 
large print, a reminder that the steam age on 
Britain’s railways had lasted for 135 
years.
 The foreword informs the reader 
that K. W. C. Grand, Member of the 
British Transport Commission, will 
name locomotive No.92220 Evening 
Star at Swindon on 18th March 1960. 
More than this, though, the second 
paragraph is nothing less than a 
eulogy to the steam locomotive. It is 
worth quoting in full:

“This Ceremony is held fittingly 
to praise steam as a medium by 
which untold millions of miles 
have been run in the service of 
humanity and through which 
Britain developed a network of 
railways second to none in the 
world.”

The following narrative gives some 
technical information on the BR 
Standard 9F 2‑10‑0, together with the 
leading dimensions of the class. The 
rest of the booklet consists of black 
and white photographs, the most 
noteworthy of which is an official 
portrait of No.92220 but before 
attachment of the nameplates. There 
are also photographs of a locomotive 
from each of the ‘Big Four’ railway 
companies and one of a Highland 
Railway ‘Jones Goods’, which 
presumably is included to represent 
the ancestry of the BR Standard 9Fs.
 The booklet disappoints in that 

there is no information on Swindon Works or 
the workforce tasked with building Evening 
Star and many of its sister 9Fs. Neither does it 
mention how the name Evening Star came to 
be chosen, or that the locomotive was specially 
turned out in lined Brunswick green livery and 
adorned with a copper capped chimney in true 
Great Western style.
 The real tragedy, of course, is that Evening 
Star, along with several other 9Fs, worked for 
a mere five years before withdrawal, even 
though intended for a service life of at least 30 
years. Few who attended the naming ceremony 
could have foreseen that the locomotive in 
front of them, although a successful design, 
would have such a short working life and 
ultimately therefore represent a scandalous 
waste of money.

Souvenir of two locomotive 
naming ceremonies on the 
Western Region of British 
Railways
Moving now into the diesel age, this small 
souvenir was produced to accompany the 
naming of two Brush Type 4 (later Class 47) 
diesel‑electric locomotives on 20th March 
1965. Although consisting merely of a single 
piece of folded card, it is worthy of mention 
if only for its attractive front cover – a colour 
illustration of a Brush Type 4 diesel‑electric 
hauling an express on the main line, whilst 
alongside is a ghostly image of North Star, 
one of the Great Western Railway’s earliest 
and most famous locomotives. This was 
entirely appropriate, as North Star was the 
name to be given to locomotive No.D1661 in 

the first of the ceremonies. Inside the 
card, we are told that Ray Gunter, 
Minister of Labour, will conduct 
this at Paddington, whilst at Bristol 
Temple Meads a second Brush 
Type 4 will be named Isambard 
Kingdom Brunel by the Lord Mayor 
of Bristol, K. Dalby. The card also 
provides a brief summary of facts 
relating to the original North Star, 
to Brunel and to the Brush Type 4 
diesel‑electrics.
 Following the first ceremony 
at Paddington, invited guests 
were conveyed to Bristol Temple 
Meads in a ten‑coach special, 
hauled by the newly named North 
Star on a fast schedule. At Bristol 
the guests attended the second 
ceremony of the day and before 
returning to London, this time 
hauled by No.D1662 Isambard 
Kingdom Brunel, they were given 
the opportunity to visit Bath Road 
diesel depot, one of the largest and 
most modern such facilities on the 
Western Region. Few would have 
predicted that just 30 years later 
the depot would close and all trace 
of its existence be swept away. Both 
Class 47s fared rather better and 
enjoyed long working lives; indeed 
North Star was still in service with 
Virgin Trains in 2004 and remains 
active today on the West Somerset 
Railway.
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Previous articles on this topic have 
dealt with the Westbury and Frome 
diversions, the remodelling of Taunton 

station, the widening of the line between 
Cogload Junction and Norton Fitzwarren (Vol.29 
No.1) and the remodelling of Paddington and 
Temple Meads station (Vol.30 No.9). All these 
major works were in progress between 1930 and 
1935 and resulted from the Development (Loan 
and Guarantees Act) of 1929, a Government 
measure to alleviate chronic unemployment.
 This comprehensive programme also 
ranged from the installation of colour light 
signalling and the extension of Automatic 
Train Control, to the manufacture of 20-ton coal-
carrying wagons and the improvements made 
to locomotive depots and to Wolverhampton 
locomotive repair works.
 To conclude this survey of Great Western 
Railway improvements, attention is turned to 
three further schemes: the remodelling of Cardiff 
General station, improvements at and between 
Didcot and Swindon, and the quadrupling of 
the line from Lapworth to Birmingham.
 Once again, the basic material for this 
article stems from issues of The Railway 
Gazette, 1933–1935, plus supplementary 
material derived from The Engineer, The GWR 
Magazine and contemporary reports in the local 
and national press. An historical background 
forms a prelude to the description of the work 
undertaken.

Cardiff General station
In 1863 Bradshaw described Cardiff 
as a ‘borough town’ and the capital of 
Glamorganshire. Located on the east side of the 
River Taff and close to its mouth on the River 

Severn, Cardiff maintained much trade with 
Bristol and exported large quantities of coal 
and wrought iron overseas.
 As at other locations, one individual person 
was responsible for the development of Cardiff 
– the Second Marquis of Bute. Bradshaw refers 
to the “new Bute Docks, made on a tract of 
waste land…[which] are about one mile below 
the town, deep enough for ships, with a basin 
of one and half acres, and an entrance 45 feet 
wide”. Furthermore, “a ship canal, 1,400 yards 
long and 67 yards wide, runs up to the town”. 
Completed in 1794, the Glamorganshire Canal 
provided a conduit between collieries and 
ironworks in the Welsh valleys and the docks. 
The basin referred to opened in 1798.
 The amount of coal, it was estimated in 
1849, totalled between 600,000 and 700,000 
tons; the quantity of wrought iron was 
estimated to be in the region of 250,000 tons. 
Cardiff dealt with large numbers and these 
figures represented a large increase compared 
with two decades before, aided, no doubt, by 
the opening of the Taff Vale Railway (TVR) 
on 9th October 1840. The TVR was the first 
steam-operated railway connecting the inland 
collieries and ironworks to the port of Cardiff 
and from 1840 to 1923 the TVR steadfastly 
remained independent and aloof of the mighty 
GWR.
 The first 75-mile section of the South 
Wales Railway opened between Chepstow 
and Swansea on 18th June 1850, effectively 
slicing through TVR territory with broad 
gauge aplomb, the complete South Wales line 
eventually opening throughout from Grange 
Court (Gloucester) to Neyland (Milford Haven) 
on 15th April 1856.
 Brunel’s report read at the ninth half-yearly 
meeting of the South Wales Railway took place 
on 30th August 1849. His report gives some 
idea of the preparations being made in and 
around Cardiff:
 “From Llanharren to Cardiff, where 
the works have fallen considerably into 

arrear, greater progress has been made since 
the contract has been transferred to Mr. 
McCormick…but still requires to be pressed 
forward. About six miles of it are ready for the 
permanent way; and directions have been given 
to commence landing materials for that work at 
the river Taff. The works through the town of 
Cardiff, long delayed for want of land, are now 
in a forward state; the diversion of the river 
Taff is nearly completed; all the foundation and 
piers of the bridge finished [the bridge is not 
specified, but thought to be the one spanning 
theTaff] and the arches commenced.”
 Brunel was required to divert the 
meandering and sluggish River Taff from its 
original course which, at this location, was 
prone to flooding. By so doing, space was 
made available for his Cardiff station. This 
was positioned on an embankment, above 
the Taff floodplain, between the river and the 
Glamorganshire Canal. The first GWR station 
in Cardiff took the form of a train shed built in 
a similar style to many others.
 The Bristol Mercury, 22nd June 1850, 
reported the formal opening of the first section 
of the GWR’s line. A special train consisting of 
first, second and third class carriages, drawn 
by two engines, left Chepstow station at 9.30am 
on 19th June. The first engine, driven by Mr. 
Gooch, was decorated with oak boughs and 
sported a Union Jack at the front; the second 
engine was decorated likewise and was in the 
hands of the South Wales Railway Locomotive 
Superintendent, Mr. Martley.
 On its journey to Swansea, the special 
train called at eight intermediate stations 
where speeches were made, causing much 
delay so that the journey took four hours. “At 
Cardiff” the Mercury reported “the sides of the 
railway, the tops of the houses, the shipping in 
the docks, and the streets and meadows, were 
occupied with old and young men, women and 
children, and the manifestations of joy were 
enthusiastic.”
 The mayor and corporation provided 
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At the east end of Cardiff General station 
GWR ‘Castle’ 4-6-0 No.5096 Bridgwater 
Castle awaits orders as ‘43XX’ 2-6-0 
No.6338 prepares to leave with an up 
local in September 1962. (Barry Gant/
Colour-Rail.com BRW1916)
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breakfast (it must have been a late breakfast) 
and much to the delight of the fairer sex, 
“champagne was handed to the ladies in the 
carriages while waiting at the station”. The 
return journey occupied three hours even 
though the same eight stops were made without 
the time-consuming speeches.
 The Mercury expected that the town would 
“receive an adequate impulse to prosperity 
through the introduction of this railway. New 
buildings were being erected, and the local 
merchants and traders are very sanguine as 
to the increase of commercial speculations”. 
The anticipation of a prosperous future was 
endorsed by the Morning Chronicle, 20th June: 
“Cardiff is a rising town, and together with 
Newport and Swansea, will derive great benefit 
from the opening of this railway. A new steam 
packet company has just been formed at Cardiff 
for establishing a superior class of vessel on the 
station between Cardiff and Bristol.”
 Brunel’s train shed survived into the 
early 1860s, whereupon it was replaced by a 
conventional two-platform arrangement with 
individual platform roofs. To the north of the 
station lay an expanse of reclaimed land that 
had been a part of the Taff floodplain. The 
muddy low-lying land was owned by Colonel 
Edward Wood and leased it to Jacob Matthews 
who had the Colonel’s permission to use it a 
rubbish tip. The same land was later used as 
an area of housing on a planned scale – by the 
name of Temperance Town – defining a teetotal 
area without public houses and liquor stores. 
Temperance Town was destined to play a part 
in the remodelling of Cardiff station in the 
1930s, as we shall see.
 By 1905 the Riverside branch had been 
opened eleven years as a goods only line. The 

GWR deemed it appropriate to upgrade the 
line for passenger use and Riverside Junction 
station was grafted on to the main station, 
opening its doors on 14th August 1893.
 Cardiff station was renamed Cardiff 
General by the GWR with effect from 1st July 

1924 and Riverside Junction station became an 
integral part of the main station in the 1930s 
redevelopment.

Cardiff General station 
improvements 1933/4
“Cardiff has been the scene of much activity on 
the part of the Great Western Railway since the 
amalgamation when it, the South Wales local 
railways, and the docks were all merged into 
one homogeneous concern.”

The Railway Gazette, 8th December 1933

The ‘South Wales local railways’ referred to 
above included the Taff Vale Railway and 
Rhymney Railway companies which were 
connected near Queen Street station, thereby 
enabling passenger trains of both companies to 
gain direct access to Cardiff General.
 The most important scheme of work was 
that at Cardiff General; to this were added 
associated works including widening the 
approach lines, the reconstruction of bridges, 
resignalling, additional carriage storage and 
improvements at Canton locomotive depot. 
The total estimated cost of all this work was 
£800,000. According to The Railway Gazette (op 
cit):
 “The reconstruction of the station has 
included that also of the Riverside station, the 
two now being worked as one. There are now 
eight through platforms instead of the former 
six. Four of these are 1,000ft long for main line 
traffic, two 800ft long for the Taff Vale traffic, 
and two 600ft long for the Riverside traffic. All 
these platforms are in the form of islands with 
running lines on each side and, in addition, 
there is bay a platform for local trains [at the 
western end], and a separate fish platform with 
independent road access.”

MORE GREAT WESTERN RAILWAY IMPROVEMENT SCHEMESMORE GREAT WESTERN RAILWAY IMPROVEMENT SCHEMES BY
JEFFREY WELLS

An air of expectancy prevails along Platform 1 at Cardiff General station in 1920, well 
before the modernisation programme was in hand. A member of the station staff 
stands close to the platform edge in readiness to spring into action when the expected 
train comes to a standstill. Platform 1 is adorned with many public signs: those 
readable in the photograph include booking office, refreshment room and waiting 
room. One person has bought a newspaper from the open-fronted stationers. Across 
the four sets of tracks (up main, up relief, down relief, down main) is Platform 3, which 
also appears to be crowded with travellers in high expectation of a train’s arrival. 
(John Alsop Collection)

Passengers leaving the station were confronted with a scene of dilapidation: the 
station end of Temperance Town. The area was dominated by poor quality housing 
and other properties, those nearest the station skulking behind advertising hoardings 
except where streets emerged. Even the gable end of the Station Hotel was plastered 
with a mural in an effort to brighten up the area. It was such a scene as this that the 
GWR, having spent a good deal of money on improving its station, could not accept, 
and efforts were made to improve the Temperance Town area over the next decade. 
Two taxis wait for custom outside the station entrance whilst a huddle of men 
(unemployed?) loiters at the station end of Scott Street.
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 The work entailed the reconstruction of 
sixteen bridges and the building of two new 
bridges. Three level crossings were abolished, 
to be replaced by bridges, and a new public 
footbridge was erected.
 Until 1930 the GWR’s station building 
was not a particularly imposing one and had 
the disadvantage of a location in a seedy part 
of the city. The alterations of the early 1930s 
attempted to improve the station from the point 
of view of running trains efficiently through it, 
as well as its appearance and its setting.
 Two approach roads coalesced in front 
of the main entrance. These were sunk 12ft 
lower so as to be on a level with two subways 
passing beneath the platforms and tracks. A 
new booking hall was erected on the north side 
of the passenger subway, measuring 186ft by 
62ft, with an ample cloakroom and lavatory 
accommodation. “Opening off this hall” 
observed The Railway Gazette “are dining and 
refreshment rooms, 52ft by 20ft and 72ft by 20ft 
respectively, with up-to-date kitchen, store and 
staff accommodation. A luggage lay-by with 
two large lifts and with a separate entrance 
from the approach road [takes] passengers’ 
luggage to the up main platform or through a 
subway provided with similar lay-bys…[The 
lay-bys were places in which laden or empty 
trolleys could be parked]. A separate subway, 
16ft wide, with two staircases, 10ft wide, gives 
access for passengers between the booking hall 
and the platforms.”
 A secondary booking hall was provided 
to serve the Riverside platforms. Riverside 
Junction station could also be accessed from 
Penarth Road by walking past a new parcels 
depot. This new booking office can be seen at 
the head of the triangle formed between the 
main station and Riverside station. The ground 
floor of the parcels depot accommodated the 
parcels sorting area and offices, along with 
facilities for the staff of the refreshment rooms. 
The first floor was occupied by W. H. Smith 
and used by this company as a showroom for 
its stock of books and stationery.
 The conveyance of parcels from the depot 
to various platforms was made by way of a 
dedicated subway and by electric lifts. The 
Gazette noted that the parcels loading dock was 
under cover, thereby protecting the goods from 
inclement weather and the personnel working 
there.
 A passenger standing on one of the 
platforms of the main station would have 
observed that the platform walls (facing the 
tracks) were of pre-cast concrete. These were 
the same units used to extend the platforms 
at Paddington station. Platform surfaces were 
paved with concrete slabs beneath the umbrella-
type roofs, and asphalt beyond the roofs. Each 
platform building accommodated waiting 
rooms and refreshment rooms; externally, each 
building was covered in glazed Carrara-ware (a 
marble effect) with panels for posters.
 “Below the Carrara-ware there is a plinth of 
grey granite” noted the Gazette. Steel window 
frames and sashes were used, though these 
were prone to rust if not adequately maintained. 
Purring with satisfaction, the Gazette also noted 
that ‘The interiors [of the platform buildings] 
are panelled in Tentest and Masonite*, and the 
whole effect both of the interior and exterior 
is very pleasing and should be economical in 
cleaning and maintenance.” *Tentest was the 
trade name for an insulation board made from 

wood pulp. Masonite was another insulation 
board designed for internal and external use.
 Having spent a good deal of money on 
remodelling its station at Cardiff, the railway 
company was not happy with the proximity 
of Temperance Town. In 1930 the area of 
sub-standard housing was considered ripe 
for re-development. Users of the station were 
confronted with a scene of poverty-stricken 
property: a poor ambience in which the ‘new’ 
station was in juxtaposition. The company 
requested Cardiff Council to improve the area 
and in response the Council formed several sub-
committees to deal with the matter. The Station 
Approach Committee, for example, planned to 
remove the property nearest the station and 
in its place to provide a bus station. This was 
anticipated in 1933 by The Railway Gazette (op 
cit) when it apprised readers that “a scheme is 

shortly to be put in hand for demolishing the 
adjacent house property and constructing on 
this site a general traffic centre for the city. This 
will be an interchange spot between railway, 
tramcar, omnibus and motor coach, and when 
completed should be a model for other large 
provincial towns”.
 Another plan was to demolish the property 
and replace it with a public garden with a 
car park beneath. In 1935 the council decided 
to extend the project by removing all the 
properties in Temperance Town, which would 
mean the rehousing of many people. The area 
south of Wood Street was cleared by May 1938, 
but further work was suspended owing to the 
Second World War. It was not until 1954 that 
a bus station was built and formed a post-war 
exemplar of rail-road integration.
 Although Cardiff General was the focus 
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Built on the site of Brunel’s 1850 train shed, Cardiff station passed through periods of 
rebuilding, 1866–1880, described by Gordon Biddle as “uninspiring and piecemeal”. 
The GWR again refashioned the station, the company’s architect department 
producing a “heavy, lengthy white Portland stone façade”, with two pediments and 
four round-topped openings. The words ‘GREAT WESTERN RAILWAY’ are incised in the 
stonework and a small clock cupola tower surmounts the building. At 2.15pm the sun 
shines on a handful of passengers who cross the forecourt, while 1950s road vehicles 
are parked outside (no double yellow lines!) Far right is part of the front wall of the 
Gower Refreshment Room: two kitchen ventilators are positioned in the upper part of 
the windows. Photographed on 30th June 1964. (Author’s Collection)
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of renewal there were subsidiary works, as 
already mentioned. Over a dozen bridges had 
to be rebuilt and worthy of mention are the 
following, travelling east to west:
1.  The Taff East Branch bridge over the 

GWR’s Chepstow to Swansea line.
2.  The Taff Vale West Branch (ditto).
3.  The Dock Feeder bridge (ditto).
4.  The Taff Viaduct over the Glamorganshire 

Canal. Work on this necessitated the closure 
of the line between Queen Street and Cardiff 
General for a week and the substitution of 
trains by buses.

5.  The five-span brick arch over the River Taff. 
This was widened to 175ft to accommodate 
multiple tracks and extended platforms.

The Railway Gazette, 23rd February 1934, 
apprised readers that Cardiff General was 
the last of the stations on the GWR in South 
Wales to be an ‘open’ station. From Monday 
16th February “persons who are not actually 
travellers will no longer be permitted to make 
use of the platforms free of charge. As has been 
the practice at Cardiff on Sundays for some 
time past, it will be necessary for non-travellers 
to purchase 1d tickets”.

Improvements at and between 
Didcot and Swindon
Didcot
Didcot lies 53 miles to the west of London. When 
the line opened to Bristol in 1840, Didcot was 
not a stopping place for GWR main line trains 
but it became a junction station for Bristol and 
Oxford trains when the line to Oxford opened 
on 12th June 1844. The first station in the town 
took the form of a train shed with an overall 
roof under which were five platforms and four 
running lines and despite being a cramped site, 
Didcot remained this way for a period of 40 
years. A station avoiding line had opened in 
1856, connecting the main London to Bristol 
line with the branch to Oxford
 A serious fire occurred on 11th March 1885, 
destroying the train shed on the down side. This 
gave the GWR the opportunity of rebuilding the 
station with an improved layout, more able to 
cope with the demands of the increasing traffic. 
A line known as the West Curve opened on 15th 
February 1886, coinciding with the rebuild of 
the station following the fire. The map opposite 
shows the position of Didcot, circa 1900.
 In the early 1930s the GWR decided to 
modernise the station once again as part of a 
general quadrupling of the main line between 

Didcot and Wootton Bassett, a distance of 29¼ 
miles. As we shall see, alterations also occurred 
close to Swindon station, 24½ miles to the west 
of Didcot, and to three intermediate stations: 
Wantage Road, Challow and Shrivenham.
 Perhaps the outstanding example of change 
resulting from the 1929 Act was the provision 
of a new locomotive depot. This replaced an 
early broad gauge depot that had occupied 
space between the passenger station and the 
new coal stage. The new depot opened in June 
1932 and formed a standard straight shed 
accommodating 24 locomotives. It measured 
210ft by 67ft. New offices, stores and staff 
accommodation were provided, plus a repair 
shop fitted with the latest equipment, including 
a 50-ton engine hoist. Nearby, a new coaling 
stage was built surmounted by a water tank, 
measuring 44ft by 36ft and capable of holding 
74,250 gallons.

Swindon
Built by Messrs. J. & C. Rigby, Swindon station 
opened on 14th July 1842, about nineteen 
months after the line had reached it. Gordon 
Biddle (Britain’s Historical Railway Buildings) 
describes the station as having two island 
platforms with bays, “built on a low viaduct 
ad connected by a subway and a footbridge”. 
Each platform, according to Biddle, “had a two-

storey block in local stone, vaguely classical 
in outline…” Francis Thompson might have 
been involved in the design; he had been 
consulted by Brunel concerning the sumptuous 
refreshment rooms.
 The station was built and maintained 
by Messrs. Rigby who, in return for the 
refreshment room profits, also built workers’ 

Ex-Taff Vale Railway Class A 0-6-2T 
No.377 stands at the island platform 
of Riverside station in the early 1950s. 
No.377 was withdrawn in January 1957. 
Opened as an industrial line serving the 
Curran Steelworks on 14th September 
1882, it was later extended by the GWR 
in 1894 to a second goods station at 
Clarence Road. Upgraded by the GWR 
as a passenger line, Riverside station 
opened along with Clarence Road 
station. The Western Mail advertised the 
opening of Clarence Road thus: “This 
station will be opened Monday, 2 April, 
and a service of the Barry Company’s 
passenger trains will run on weekdays 
only between Cardiff Riverside Junction 
station and Cardiff Docks, Clarence Road 
station’. Riverside station became fully 
integrated in Cardiff General in October 
1940. (Author’s Collection)
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houses in the railway village, thereby saving 
the GWR the expense of building them. The 
agreement included a compulsory ten-minute 
stop for all trains. This gradually became 
a major embarrassment to the GWR and 
remained so until 1895 when the railway 
company finally rid itself of the agreement for 
the sum of £100,000. Citizen, 31st March 1895, 
apprised readers that:
 “The arrangement for the abolition of 
the compulsory ten minutes’ stop at Swindon 
by GWR trains took effect on Tuesday [1st 
October], when the 10.15am train to Penzance 
and the 10.45am train to South Wales were run 
through to Bristol and Bath respectively. The 
Bristol train accomplished the distance, 118½ 
miles, in two hours and a quarter; the Bath 
train, 101¾ miles, in two hours. The Bristol 
train arrived there 3½ minutes before the 
booked time, and the Bath train in four minutes. 
The running of these trains was witnessed with 
considerable interest by numerous persons at 
various points of the journey. At Swindon in 
particular, there was a great demonstration 
by the company’s employees. Several other 
important trains passing through Swindon 
have had the traditional ten minutes reduced to 
lesser periods.”
 On a map showing the position of Swindon 
station in relation to the railway works in 
1846, two sets of buildings can be seen on each 
platform but there is no sign of a footbridge. 
This could be a cartographical omission: Colin 
Maggs (Rail Centres – Swindon) confirms 
that a footbridge existed. “The two buildings 
were connected by a covered footbridge, used 
by both passengers and hotel guests until a 
subway was built in 1870, after which it was 
only used by the hotel.” Without a footbridge or 
a subway, the public would have been required 
to cross four running lines between the two low-
level platforms, a somewhat dangerous pursuit 
often found at mid-nineteenth century stations.
 Between the station and the junction of 
the branch to Gloucester passed the Wilts and 
Berks Canal, the land beyond, on the north 
side of the line, devoted to the nascent railway 
works, whilst on the south side are the ranges of 
the railway village. The OS map (1870) shows 
little change to the station layout save for the 
addition of an engine depot at the eastern end 
and a carriage lifting shop at the western end.
 An unintended change took place on 28th 
March 1898. The Royal Cornwall Gazette, 31st 
March, reported that a fire had destroyed part 
of the station: “The whole of the block of the up 
platform refreshment rooms at Swindon station, 

on the Great Western Railway, (where Mr. John 
Brewer, late of Truro, is the station master), 
were burnt out on Saturday. Twenty of the 
lady attendants in the refreshment rooms, who 
were sleeping on the premises, escaped only in 
their night apparel, and the valuable furniture 
was all but destroyed, including that used by 
the Queen when she last visited Swindon. The 
flames first broke out at three o’clock, and the 
fire was not got under until seven o’clock. The 
fire originated in the first-class waiting room, 
but only the refreshment rooms on the up 
platform were destroyed. The flames were got 
under by the united efforts of two fire brigades, 
one member of which, named Monday, had his 
right hand smashed by the falling roof. Owing 
to the outbreak, express trains were pulled up 
and ran slowly through Swindon.”
 Colin Maggs (op cit) relates that “the end of 
the upper storey was never rebuilt east of the 
footbridge and following the fire, only board, 
not lodging was provided, except for station 
servants”.
 Major changes to the infrastructure near 
the station were undertaken under the auspices 
of the 1929 Act. New marshalling yards were 
established to the east, between Highworth 
Junction and Stratton Green Bridge, including 
a new goods shed, new offices and mess 
quarters. However, the new marshalling yard 
is not evident on the 1950 OS six-inch map. 
The Railway Gazette states that the new goods 
shed was a steel framed structure 500ft long by 
585ft wide, of which 400ft were covered “with 
protective metal sheeting”, the remaining 100ft 
in brickwork “with an overhead warehouse 
having a floor space of 890 square yards”.
 Changes in track formation at the 
western end of the station included a new 
direct connection from the up main line to the 
Gloucester platform and a new up goods loop 

between Rodhouse Lane Bridge (which had to 
be widened) and the west end of the station. To 
achieve this, “a considerable re-arrangement of 
the locomotive works sidings [were] replaced 
consequent upon this work”.
 The new locomotive depot replaced the 
old broad gauge one and measured 210ft by 
67ft. It was designed to accommodate two 
dozen locomotives, depending on the class. 
In addition to new offices and mess rooms, a 
new engine lifting shop and boiler house stood 
nearby. The depot was overlooked by a new 
coaling stage, with a water tank measuring 44ft 
by 36ft surmounting the stage, the water tank 
having a capacity of 74,250 gallons.

Alterations to intermediate 
stations
Between Didcot and Swindon a number 
of widenings and improved facilities 
were completed by December 1933. They 
were regarded as ‘instalments’ towards a 
comprehensive scheme for quadrupling the line 
between Didcot and Wootton Bassett.
 By the close of 1933 there were four running 
lines between Wantage Road station and 
Challow, a distance of 29½ miles, plus a third 
running line between Didcot and Steventon. At 
all three stations the platforms were lengthened 
to 600ft and new buildings, approach roads 
and horse and milk platforms were provided. 
Where necessary, bridges spanning the railway 
were refashioned in order to span four lines of 
way.
 Sixty miles west of London, Wantage Road 
station opened in 1846 (the exact date unknown) 
and was located where the road between Grove 
and Wantage crossed the railway. The station 
was 2½ miles from Wantage and actually 
nearer Grove. The Ordnance Survey map of 
1870 shows that the wayside station possessed 
two platforms, a goods shed and several 
short sidings. Very little was to change at the 
station until the GWR decided to widen the 
line and separate the two platforms so as to 
accommodate four lines.
 Wantage Road station also has the 
distinction of being the northern terminus of 
the Wantage Tramway, a 2½-mile single line 
running south to Wantage, a small town of 
3,300 in 1871, four years before the tramway 
opened. Passengers to and from Wantage Road 
had to change trains; freight was taken through 
without hindrance. The tramway became 
steam-operated on 1st August 1876.
 R. H. Clark (Great Western Stations, Vol.2) 
writes that until 1st June 1864 the station was 
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Didcot station was not featured as a 
GWR stopping place until the opening 
of the line to Oxford, making it from 
that day forth a junction station. When 
the GWR decided to quadruple the 
main line between Didcot and Wootton 
Bassett, Didcot underwent alterations 
to accommodate the change. The 
photographer here has captured the 
station looking west on 11th November 
1932. The timber towers towards the 
platform ends mark the positions of 
luggage lifts. The new locomotive depot, 
coaling stage and water tank are in the 
background. (John Alsop Collection)
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named Faringdon Road, the small town of 
Farringdon lying 3½ miles to the west. Clark 
also states that the original timber station 
buildings were swept away in 1932, when 
the line was quadrupled, and that the new 
buildings were “of ordinary brick construction”. 
During the reconstruction, the down side was 
completed first and brought into use on 4th 
December 1932. The up side was in full use 
from 22nd January.
 Shrivenham was the third station to be 
altered in the 1933 quadrupling project and, like 
its neighbours, the station there had witnessed 
many changes throughout its history. The 
GWR’s broad gauge line was extended from 
Challow to Hay Lane, a distance of 2½ miles 
to the west of Swindon, on 17th December 
1840. In February 1872 the line was converted 
to mixed gauge and finally to standard gauge 
in May 1892. The line through the station was 
quadrupled in May 1933.

The Birmingham main line
“The opening of the Great Western Railway 
broad gauge branch from Didcot to Oxford on 
12th June 1844 will set the scene for another 
possible northwards expansion of the broad 
gauge into the industrial heart of Victorian 
England.”

The Great Western Railway in Warwickshire, 
Robert Ferris

The successful outcome of the GWR’s drive to 
the north embraced three broad gauge Bills, 
which received Royal Assent on 3rd August 
1846: the Birmingham & Oxford Junction 
Railway, the Birmingham Junction Railway 
and the Birmingham, Wolverhampton & 
Dudley Railway. It is the first of these three that 
constituted the so-called Birmingham main line.
 Work commenced on the Oxford to 
Birmingham line in 1847 under the contractors 
Messrs. Peto and Betts. Progress was fitful, 
hampered by long delays and characterised 
by long bouts of inactivity. The line opened 
in stages: Didcot Junction to Oxford on 
12th June 1844, Oxford to Banbury on 2nd 
September 1850, Banbury to Birmingham 
(Snow Hill station) on 1st October 1852. Not 
until September 1852, after five years of work, 
was Captain Douglas Galton sent by the Board 
of Trade to inspect the line. The Captain had 
a great deal to see between Banbury and 

Birmingham, particularly a bevy of heavy 
engineering works:
 1.  Harbury Cutting – one hundred feet in 

depth and a mile in length. It required the 
removal of 3,000,000 cubic yards of marl 
and limestone.

 2.  Harbury Embankment – four miles long 
and 23ft in height. On this part of the work 
nearly a thousand men were employed 
and a large village, consisting of wooden 
houses, was erected by Peto & Betts for the 
accommodation of the workmen.

 3.  Whitmarsh Cutting – 350,000 cubic yards 
of red marl was removed.

 4.  There were three fine bridges in 
Leamington.

 5.  At Myton, the Oxford Canal was conveyed 
across the railway by an aqueduct.

 6.  The bridge over the River Avon – 160ft in 
length.

 7.  The viaduct at Warwick – consisting of 30 

This is a fine view of Swindon station, 
photographed at the London end of 
the down platform, showing the glazed 
footbridge and the extent of the up 
platform station building. Four lines 
of way pass through the station: from 
left to right – down main, down relief, 
up relief and up main. Swindon station 
was relatively untouched in the 1930s; 
instead, major changes took place to the 
layout of the tracks at the west end of the 
station and in the provision of improved 
facilities, described in the text. An 
Edwardian visitor would have recognised 
the station as it had been in his days. 
(Author’s Collection)

Wantage Road station lay just to the west of Didcot, where the road between Oxford 
and Wantage passed over the railway. The small station was actually twelve miles from 
the ‘many spired city’, and two miles from Wantage, being the northern terminus of 
the Wantage Tramway. In this view in the early 1950s, a lone man watches the passage 
of ‘Saint’ Class 4-6-0 No.2945 Hillingdon Court speeding westwards on the down relief 
line. (Author’s Collection)
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arches of 25ft span.
 8.  The Hatton Embankment – three miles 

long.
 9.  Hatton Cutting – 300,000 cubic yards of 

spoil were removed.
10.  The iron bridge over the Stratford Canal – 

with a span of 60ft.

The engineering works were also of comparable 
significance on the approach to Birmingham. 
Captain Galton’s inspection took place on 14th 
September 1852 after which he sanctioned the 
opening save for the last mile into Snow Hill 
station, the latter then being a ‘temporary’ 
timber affair which survived for seventeen 
years before it was replaced. On the Captain’s 
second inspection, undertaken a fortnight later, 
the final mile of line into Birmingham was 
sanctioned to be opened for public use. The 
line between Banbury and Birmingham was a 
broad gauge double track line conforming to 
Parliamentary requirements.
 The 30th September 1852 was chosen 
for the inaugural trip along the line from 
Paddington to Birmingham. (Trains had been 
running between Oxford and Banbury for two 
years.) The return journey was to Leamington 
station “at which place a dejeuner…has been 
ordered at the ‘Regent’ for three o’clock”. It was 
to be an epic trip in more ways than one.
 The engine involved was Lord of the Isles, 
fresh from its position as pride of place at the 
Great Exhibition of 1851. Riding on the footplate 
were no less than Daniel Gooch, I. K. Brunel, and 
Messrs. Lane and Bertram, resident engineers. 
The outward train was crowded, even more so 
when it picked up further passengers at Oxford.
 “The run from Oxford, by Woodstock-road 
and Heyford stations was performed without 
incident calling for remark [although it had 
been delayed at Didcot and was running late] 
and the train was in the act of running through 
Aynho station, 17 miles from Oxford, and 80 
miles from London, when the passengers were 
alarmed by sudden application of the breaks 
[sic], followed by two or three slight shocks.”
 The train came to an abrupt stop and 
alarmed passengers observed “that the engine 
had been thrown off the rails and was embedded 
in the ballast of the line”. The inaugural train 
had collided with the late-running 7.40am 
train from London to Banbury which had 
routinely stopped at Aynho station. “The ticket 
collector was in the act of taking tickets when 
he perceived the special approaching, and the 
engine driver [of the London train] at the same 
moment hearing the alarm whistle, applied 
all the steam in the hope of getting his train 
sufficiently forward to avoid a collision.”
 Unfortunately, as the engine steamed 
forward, the coupling hook between the 
two passenger carriages broke, leaving the 
remainder of the train helplessly standing at 
the platform. “The consequence was that the 
special – proceeding at a speed of perhaps 20 
miles an hour – ran into the luggage van in the 
rear of the train, knocking it completely off the 
axles, and throwing the body forward on the 
next van.”
 The stricken London train was shunted 
forward 30 to 40 yards; the passengers in the 
second class carriage received slight wounds 
and suffered severe shock. The inaugural train 
never reached Birmingham; instead, it was 
decided to bring another engine from Banbury, 
six miles away, and draw the party of excited 

and relieved passengers to Leamington where, 
at the appointed hour, their “magnificent 
dejeuner” was enjoyed. Between speeches 
there was much to talk about. (Information and 
quotations taken from The Morning Post, 1st 
October 1852.)

Quadrupling the northern section 
of the main line
“With the quadrupling between Olton and 
Lapworth, four lines are now provided for 12¾ 
miles out of Birmingham, and the local stations 
have been rebuilt.”

The Railway Gazette, 8th December 1933

Before the Great War, the GWR had a scheme for 
providing four running lines out of Birmingham 
Snow Hill station as far as Rowington Junction, 
where the branch to Henley-in-Arden left the 
main line. A direct line had been opened in 
1907 between Tyseley and Henley-in-Arden so 
obviating the need to quadruple the main line 
to Rowington Junction. Instead, quadrupling 
was carried out as far as Olton, five miles from 
Snow Hill.
 The increase in traffic, however, made it 
necessary to extend the four lines of way from 
Olton to Lapworth. The 1929 Act enabled the 
GWR to extend the quadrupling and to rebuild 
five stations: Acocks Green, Olton, Solihull, 

Widney Manor and Lapworth. In 1917 the 
branch to Henley-in-Arden from Rowington 
Junction was abandoned; rails were lifted as a 
contribution to the war effort. The branch was 
not reinstated after the war so that to continue 
quadrupling beyond Lapworth was not 
considered. “The work involved about 450,000 
cubic yards of cutting and embankment as 
well as the construction of 33 bridges and five 
stations.”
 Unlike the pioneering work of Messrs. 
Peto & Betts in the construction of the line, 
modern work methods included petrol-
driven excavators and the spoil removed on a 
Decauville rail system. This system had been 
much used during the Great War, basically 
consisting of a quickly-laid narrow gauge 
rails laid in sections on steel sleepers. During 
hostilities, thousands of miles of Decauville 
railways served the French and British armies.
 Between the existing double lines and the 
newly-laid relief lines, smooth connection was 
effected by high-speed junctions with switch 
diamonds – these were placed at Lapworth, 
Knowle and Solihull. Curves were kept to a 
radius of one mile, though tighter curves were 
allowed at Olton and Knowle, at ¾-mile radius. 
The permanent way consisted of 95lb bullhead 
rail in 60ft lengths, resting on cast iron chairs 
(each 46lb) fastened to creosoted Oregon pine 

Acocks Green and South Yardley station, looking north c1910, with a platform full of 
passengers in their Edwardian finery ready for a day out. The GWR had quadrupled the 
line from Birmingham as far as Olton before the 1929 Act allowing extension of four 
tracks as far as Lapworth. (John Alsop Collection)

The original station at Solihull was replaced by modern infrastructure, with the main 
station buildings set at street level. A subway connected the street-level entrance 
hall with both platforms. The photograph shows the station in its pre-1930s heyday, 
forming a picturesque assembly of railway infrastructure, complete with covered 
footbridge and end-of-platform signal box. All this would surrender to the needs 
of quadrupling in the early 1930s. The camera was pointing towards Birmingham. 
(Author’s Collection)
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sleepers. The sleepers were bedded in a 12in 
layer of clinker ashes overlain by crushed stone 
ballast.
 At Olton the most prominent engineering 
work was the skewed open lattice girder bridge 
of 152ft span over Warwick Road. The latter 
road had been widened from 30ft to 60ft and 
lowered to give sufficient headroom. Nearly 
1,000 tons of steel formed the impressive bridge. 
A brick viaduct of ten arches was constructed 
as part of the work associated with the steel 
girder bridge.
 The Railway Magazine, June 1934, ran an 
article on the testing of the Warwick Road 
Bridge, at Olton, and others, a slightly abridged 
version of which follows:
 “On Sunday, March 25, a remarkable 
spectacle was afforded by the testing of steel 
underbridges, on the recently completed 
quadrupling on the Olton–Lapworth section 
of the GWR main line to Birmingham and the 
North. Four ‘King’ class locomotives were used. 
Nos.6001, 6014, 6017 and 6005; the first two were 
coupled together without load, while the latter 
two double headed a train consisting of a third-
class brake and a saloon, together weighing 45 
tons. In testing a bridge carrying two tracks 
(one up and one down in normal working) the 
two pairs of locomotives first coasted across 
at a speed of 2mph, or less, while the vertical 
deflections of the girders were measured. This 
was repeated twice, after which the locomotives 
ran back ¾ mile from the bridge, and stopped 
in line. All four then proceeded to accelerate 
in the up direction towards the bridge, with 
wide-open regulator and cut-off very late in the 
stroke.
 “The pairs of locomotives were drawn 
dead level as they approached the bridge, 
the exhausts rising quite 30ft in the brilliant 
sunshine above each of the four chimneys, to 
the accompaniment of a deafening roar. The 
normal test conditions were 500 tons weight and 
60mph…in various runs speeds of 59 to 62mph 
were attained, giving an acceleration from 0 
to 62mph…a phenomenal figure for steam 
locomotives, even with so trifling a load. After 

passing the bridge, the engines were stopped 
and returned to their starting point for a second 
run, the bridge deflections being measured each 
time. No.6001 alone was fitted with a working 
speedometer, of the type recently adopted.
 “Railway enthusiasts from considerable 
distances, and other spectators also, might have 
been attracted had the fact been made public 
that these tests were to take place; as it was, the 
spectators who witnessed the sight of a lifetime 
numbered fewer than a score.”
 The five stations located on the widened 
length were rebuilt or remodelled. At Olton and 
Solihull the original stations were demolished; 
the new buildings were positioned below rail 
level so that the two island platforms had to be 
connected by means of subways. At Widney 
Manor, Knowle and Lapworth the station 
buildings were at rail level with footbridges 
connecting the platforms.
 At all stations, the platforms were 
protected by umbrella type roofing, “covered 
by Roberston’s corrugated steel sheeting”. 
At Knowle provision was made for racehorse 
traffic by a loading platform to accommodate 
horse boxes. Knowle station gained a new 
goods yard about a quarter of a mile on the 
Birmingham side. Robertson’s steel sheeting 
also covered a steel-framed structure (120ft by 
40ft) forming a goods shed. Inside the shed, 
a one-ton travelling crane worked the entire 
length.
 For reasons not given, Widney Manor 
station was fitted with electric lighting; the other 
four stations made do with gas illumination. 

As far as signalling was concerned, “All lines 
are track-circuited throughout, and between 
Acocks Green and Solihull, semi-automatic 
signalling was installed. New signal boxes were 
built at Solihull and Olton”.

Epilogue
The legacy of the Development (Loans and 
Guarantees) Act 1929 is to be seen in at least 
two locations mentioned in the text, at Cardiff 
and Didcot. In the former, the city gained a 
modernised railway amenity, appropriate for 
the principal city of Wales.
 Temperance Town was perceived as an 
eyesore by the railway company in a desire to 
furnish a pleasanter approach to the station. 
During the 1930s the blighted area of housing 
was considered for redevelopment as a result 
of the co-operation between the GWR and 
Cardiff Corporation. Not only this, part of the 
scheme of renewal was the establishment of 
a road/rail interchange point near the railway 
station affirming the trend towards integrating 
road and rail transport, a trend that gained 
momentum in the twentieth century.
 A second exemplar of the legacy of the 1929 
Act is the red-brick coal stage at Didcot Railway 
Centre. Now a Grade II listed building, the coal 
stage is described in the following manner: “The 
Didcot coal stage was built to standard GWR 
design for a non-mechanical facility. Although 
a standard which appeared in some form at 
almost all the GWR motive power depots, it is 
probably now the only surviving example and 
certainly the only one still in service…It has 
been little altered and is now the only example 
in England still in use for its original purpose. 
The shed was closed by British Railways in 
June 1965 but continues in use by the Great 
Western Society.”
 From these examples we can see that the 
1929 Act had a social dimension to what were 
essentially engineering works on a grand scale.
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GWR ‘5101’ 2-6-2T No.4118 shifts its up 
local out of Knowle & Dorridge making 
for Leamington Spa on what looks like an 
early autumn evening in the mid-1950s. 
The four platforms are a consequence 
of the 1930s track quadrupling, with 
Knowle gaining pairs of facing up and 
down fast and slow lines, rather than 
tracks passing either side of two island 
platforms as at Acocks Green. 
(Colour-Rail.com BRW2354)
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above: Loadhaul existed from 1994, a creation of the privatisation of British Rail’s 
Trainload Freight sector, until 1996 when it became part of English, Welsh and 
Scottish Railways. Black and orange was its brief livery, seen here on Class 56 
No.56 118 at Penmaenmawr on 2nd June 1997. It had arrived with eight empty 
40-tonne hoppers, divided them and is now taking five of them to Warrington.

below: Porterbrook was founded in 1994 as a rolling stock operating company. One of only two locomotives in its livery, Class 47 
No.47 817 awaits departure from York on 22nd July 1997.

Some post-privatisation locomotive liveries 
photographed by PAUL AITKEN.



top: Mainline was another 
short-lived privatised freight 
operator which became part 
of EWS in 1996. After leaving 
Penmaenmawr Quarry Class 
37 No.37 242 runs through 
the station on 2nd June 1997.

middle: For Transrail read as 
above. Class 56 No.56 072 has 
paused in Carlisle station with 
a Carlisle Yard–Warrington 
train of four empty flat 
wagons for track panels on 
11th September 2003.

bottom: And so there came to 
be EWS, with bright red and 
yellow colours as on Class 60 
No.60 050 alongside Carlisle 
station on 27th September 
1997. With it are two Class 
37s – Nos.37 098 in Engineers’ 
Dept. ‘Dutch’ livery and 37 
513 representing Loadhaul.
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Some time ago I bought a copy of a 
reprint of this publication. It contains 
some gems which I am sure will be of 

interest to those of you who, like me, are deeply 
interested in the history of the Metropolitan 
Railway. Written nearly a century ago, it 
provides an unintentional snapshot of the 
working practices and conditions of those 
then employed on the railway. I offer just a 
few samples from its 158 pages. The railway 
and the London it portrayed were so very 
different to the ones we know today. I have 
kept the station names to those used in 1921.
 This article is based on one I wrote for the 
Friends News, the prize-winning journal of the 
London Transport Museum Friends.

Breakdowns
There were breakdown vans kept at the main 

workshops at Neasden and when required 
these would be run as a special train to 
wherever they were needed. Should this 
have been on the Great Northern and City 
Railway (by then owned by the Met) it would 
have been run to Aldersgate at which point 
it would have picked up a GN&CR pilotman 
and guard. It would then have proceeded to 
Drayton Park travelling via King’s Cross and 
Finsbury Park. On the way out it would have 
carried a pair of white lights on the buffer 
beam but coming back it would have had 
white and blue lights down to Aldersgate, 
then white and purple from there back home 
to Neasden.
 There was also a tool van on stand-by at 

Farringdon Street. This would be attached to 
any train – steam or electric – but staff were 
warned that the van was not equipped with a 
continuous brake!
 Summoning the key staff to man these 
vehicles must have been quite difficult, 
especially out of normal hours, as in the 1920s 
relatively few people had private telephones. 
Pagers and mobile phones were years away, 
far into the future.
 Motor vehicles were used far less than 
they are now when our emergency gangs 
move by road rather than rail and they 
certainly don’t carry railway-pattern blue or 
purple lights on their front bumpers.

Goods traffic
This is now just a distant memory but the 
Appendix gives us a clear idea of the extent 
of the traffic 90 or more years ago. There were 
no fewer than 31 stations which had facilities 
for goods traffic, some with both up and down 
yards. The total accommodation was for over 
3,600 wagons with 557 at Harrow alone and 
just five at Wood Siding which was on the 
Brill branch which would be closed in 1935.
 Mention is made of the 90-wagon capacity 
sidings at Watford Road, between Northwood 
and Rickmansworth, but I have found no 
mention of these elsewhere so their exact 
location remains a mystery.
 In all, eighteen stations had facilities for 
dealing with cattle. Today there are rather 
more – for example, try Platform 1 at Finchley 
Road in the evening rush hour! Conditions on 
other Lines can also be rather uncomfortable 
but, to be fair, today’s ‘S8’ stock trains on the 
Met are real crowd-movers and my Uxbridge 
line trains now run about every seven 
minutes, nearly all day, seven days a week!

Suggestions for dealing with 
Electric Shock
Users of the Appendix were reminded that 
in cases of electric shock no time should be 
lost in sending for a “Qualified Medical Man”. 
Meanwhile, attempts to “restore the victim to 
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Breakdown train at Neasden, 1934. G 
Class 0-6-4T No.94 Lord Aberconway is 
in charge. (London Transport Museum 
1998/86853)

Wood station, complete with the five-wagon siding, in the year of the closure of the 
Brill branch, 1935. (London Transport Museum 1998/84876)
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animation” should be made by resuscitating 
with artificial respiration. Up to three hours’ 
work might be needed to restore normal 
breathing though “circulation could be aided 
by striking the body with a wet towel”, 
presumably once all were well clear of the 
live rails.

Four Resistance Boxes, Aldgate
“The switches fixed in these boxes are not 
for isolating the track but are supplied for 
short-circuiting the Resistance in the case of 
a fault on, or overhauling of, the Resistance 
Grids. The switches are normally open.” I am 

lost – can any Backtrack reader explain what 
this was all about? They seem to have been 
unique to Aldgate as there is no mention of 
them elsewhere on the system.

Water columns
There were many of these with fifteen between 
Liverpool Street and Uxbridge alone, by then 
just for the goods trains. At three locations 
“fires must be lighted” in winter. I bet there 
would have been quite a row should any of 
the others have frozen but why fires were not 
called for at all of them is not clear.

Diagrams of gradients
I have always been curious about gradients on 
the Underground system and also about the 
depth of lines in tunnels. Apart from mention 
of the 1 in 40 or so gradients at Bow Road 
and Hammersmith on the District, published 
figures are few and far between.
 Now there are some figures for the Met 
at least, including all the way out to Verney 
Junction. The drag up from High Street to 
Notting Hill Gate is clearly shown as 1 in 70 as 
is a short length of 1 in 44 on the way up from 
Baker Street to St. John’s Wood Road. Much 
of the route from Rickmansworth to Chorley 
Wood is shown as 1 in 100 to 1 in 110 which 
explains why northbound trains used to puff 
so nicely. The final approach to the Met’s 
northern outpost was at 1 in 264 but then 
nothing that happened at Verney Junction 
was ever really very dramatic.
 The City Widened Lines had some 
real man-sized gradients, even 1 in 40 near 
the Farringdon ‘Grid Iron’. Whilst of no 
consequence for today’s ‘Thameslink’ trains, 
they posed severe difficulties for the operation 
of loose-coupled freight trains of which, then, 
there were many. The length of these was 
severely restricted and banking assistance 
was available. There was a Class 08 in the 

banker’s siding at Farringdon as late as the 
mid-1960s though as I kept ‘gentleman’s 
hours’ I was never there to see it do any work, 
not that there would have been very much 
goods traffic left by that time.
 The gradients in the Thames Tunnel 
were locally as much as 1 in 40, graphically 
illustrated to those travelling through the 
Tunnel today in the Overground’s trains of 
Class 378. Like the ‘S8s’ on the Met, inside 
you can see through them from one end to the 
other as they undulate through the Tunnel.

Facilities for dealing with 
horse traffic
In 1921 you could have had your horse (and 
carriage) loaded at Finchley Road, Willesden 
Green or Neasden as well as at sixteen other 
Metropolitan stations. Such facilities were 
often advertised in connection with hunting 
events in Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire. 
It was also possible to have your horsebox 
transferred to the Midland Railway via 
the interchange sidings at Finchley Roads 
though this would have cost you an extra ten 
shillings.
 I wonder when all these horsey the 
facilities were withdrawn? I bet they didn’t 
last long after the formation of the London 
Passenger Transport Board on 1st July 1933!

Codes of headlights and discs 
for trains of the Midland, Great 
Northern, Great Western, 
London, Brighton & South Coast 
and South Eastern & Chatham 
Companies
The Widened Lines paralleling the lines 

THE METROPOLITAN RAILWAY APPENDIX 
TO THE WORKING TIMETABLE, AUGUST 1921

 Verney Junction (date unknown) with a 
Metropolitan train for London waiting 
for the ‘off’. This was never a busy place. 
(London Transport Museum 2010/24683)
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towards the eastern end of the Circle had 
offered a vast range of opportunities for 
the Victorian traveller. In the early years 
of the twentieth century these were greatly 
reduced by the coming of electric trains, 
electric tramcars and motor buses but some 
trains of these railways were still using the 
Widened Lines for part of their journeys. 
These trains were steam hauled and, with 
electric signalling in its infancy, most of the 
signals and the headcode and taillamps on the 
trains would have been fuelled by paraffin – 
no LEDs then !
 Pity the poor signalman – 68 route 
permutations of white lights, white discs both 
round and square, some with a black diagonal 
cross, blue lights, discs and boards. There were 
also square white discs with a red cross and the 
red disc with a black cross and as mentioned 
previously, purple lights. How on earth did the 
signalmen set the correct routes when it was 
dark or foggy? It must have been quite hard 
enough in daylight. All these ‘foreign’ trains 
would have had to be slotted in between the 
Metropolitan’s own trains and those of the 
Metropolitan District Railway where these 
shared tracks on the Circle and elsewhere.

Electric trains ‘firing’
“In the event of firing or flashing over 
of electrical equipment…the fire can be 
extinguished by the liberal use of dry sand 
or asbestos powder”, yes, asbestos powder! 
Now you know what to do should the fuse box 
under your stairs catch fire!

Clearing conductor rails of ice 
and snow
Two ‘slipper trains’ were provided for use 
on the Metropolitan, though sadly no details 
of their construction or use are shown. 
Coaches numbers 213 and 226 were fitted 
with conductor rail scrapers with indicators 
to show when the scrapers were in contact 
with the conductor rails. Then there was the 
arrangement on the southern end of the East 
London Railway whereby “a vehicle specially 
equipped for clearing the conductor rails” 
would be drawn by a locomotive supplied by 
the LBSCR or SECR Companies.

Station codes for use in written 
communications
No fewer than 81 code letters were used rather 
like those for the other ‘Met’ – the one with 
all the police stations or those for London 
bus garages. The latter had for many of us 
a complicated and less easy to remember 
system! By my count 32 of the 81 codes relate 
to stations which are now closed or to which 
Metropolitan Line trains no longer run.

Loading of parcels and meat 
at Farringdon Street on down 
through Extension Line trains
The ‘Extension Line’ was that running north 
from Baker Street towards Amersham, 
Aylesbury, Quainton Road etc, soon to be 
thought of as the Met’s ‘Main Line’ rather 
than its first branch line. Today, it is hard to 
imagine this ever happening but it seems then 
the quantity of meat loaded on some trains 
precluded the picking up of traffic offered 
further down the line. This was on passenger 
rather than parcels trains !
 Then there was the fish traffic from 
Billingsgate loaded on to Circle Line trains 
at Monument. This had to be unloaded three 
stations later at Liverpool Street where it would 
be reloaded on to a Great Western train. This 
was all in the days when it was possible to see 
several members of staff on the platforms!

Loading of milk in milk vans and 
passenger luggage vans
Apparently axle boxes had overheated due 
to the excessive and unequal loading of milk 
churns in such vans. This suggests that some 
of the axle bearings must have been in poor 
condition as platform staff could hardly have 
been expected to reposition equally the residue 
of a load after unloading part of it.

Watercress traffic
There was quite a lot of this, most of it carried 
by the 18.42 out of Chesham. More could be 
loaded at Rickmansworth where there were 
also extensive watercress beds. Some of the 
cress vans would have been transferred at 
Finchley Road to the Midland Railway sidings 
for its trains to the north. Supplies of sawdust 

were to be kept at Neasden, Baker Street and 
Liverpool Street to “dry the floors of brake vans 
wetted by the carriage of watercress”.

Men of the Engineer’s 
Department carrying materials 
on the footboards of passenger 
trains
This was a warning about the dangers of 
carrying ladders etc by this dangerous means.

Ticket cancelling punches
In recent years I have often had my ticket 
cancelled by main line train staff using a 
ballpoint pen scribble rather than with a proper 
punch! It was rather different all those years 
ago when there were no fewer than 108 different 
cancellation ‘shapes’ in use. It all seems to have 
been incredibly complicated but presumably 
the audit staff knew them all. Oddly there were 
no distinguishing shapes shown for stations on 
the outermost parts of the Met or the District. 
The ten cancellation marks used for ‘Special 
Tests’ leave me a little puzzled.

Reservation tickets for travel in 
Pullman cars
Sadly we have not seen the Pullman Cars on the 
Met since the start of World War II. Anyway, 
in 1921 you could only have bought your 
reservation ticket at Aldgate, Liverpool Street, 
Chesham or Aylesbury. You could have tried 
your luck on the train but as each Pullman car 
only seated nineteen people you might have 
had to forego your gin and tonic on the way 
home.

Gas mantles
Station staff were instructed to collect the ash 
from these in the special envelopes provided 
and to return them to the Stores Superintendent. 
The ash was said to be valuable and its value 
would be credited to the originating station.

Skating at Ruislip
I don’t think that today’s ‘health and safety’ 
police would have looked too favourably at the 
idea of skating on the lake or on the notices that 
were to be displayed at stations: “SKATING 
RUISLIP” or “NO SKATING RUISLIP”.

Time signals
The ways in which we receive these today 
are rather more sophisticated than they were 
in 1921. Then, at 07.59 and at 15.59 a warning 
signal would be sent to Aldersgate Street, 
Wembley Park, Harrow and Uxbridge stations 
followed one minute later by the time signal. 
Other stations would have to get theirs from 
the Line Controller at Baker Street.

Pilferage
And the last word: “staff are instructed to 
make every effort to prevent pilferage of locks 
and theft of gas and lavatory fittings and if 
possible, to capture the thieves”.
 Keep your eyes open – a £1 reward was 
offered for “such information as will lead to 
the discovery of the thief or thieves”. I wonder 
whether the £1 reward is still payable, not that 
there are many public lavatories or gas lights 
left on the system.

The reprint of the supplement was published 
in 2006 by Dragonwheel Books. The price was 
£14.95 and the ISBN 1 905014 65 1.

BACKTRACK

Monument station, 1933. This was where boxes of fish from Billingsgate Market were 
loaded on to passenger trains. Imagine that happening in the rush hour! (London 
Transport Museum 1998/74995)
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Let’s go Glasgow Electric
I have been following this quite avidly as I 
gre up in Lanarkshire and in 1960, and for 
some years afterwards, travelled by train 
from Shettleston to Coatbridge Sunnyside 
to go to school. My memory of the ‘Blue 
Trains’ is slightly at odds with that of John 
Macnab in your November issue. On the 
Friday afternoon we all arrived at Sunnyside 
to hear that there had been an explosion 
on a train and that they were not running. 
We heard from the station staff that 
‘arrangements’ were being made but there 
was no indication what these might be, 
While we waited no eastbound trains came 
through so it seemed that all services had 
been suspended.
 I suppose that bus substitution was out 
of the question as it was late on a Friday 
with the rush hour about to start and 
further it covered the whole of the NB 
tracks on the north side. What had been 
arranged eventually materialised in the 
form of a V1/V3 and a string of carriages. 
I got home somewhat late but I can’t 
remember what happened for the rest of 
the day and Saturday.
Robert Herriot, Wiveliscombe, Somerset

With reference to Stephen Abbott’s 
letter (January) and the fulsome detailing 
of the emergency events of 18th/19th 
December 1960 in the July 1961 issue of 
Trains Illustrated, I handed my copy of 
the magazine to be read by those in the 
Glasgow North operating office (particularly 
to the control staff so involved) who had 
participated and to give themselves a 
congratulatory pat on the back.
 My own article ‘Blue Remembered 
Trains’ published by Backtrack in the 
December 2000 issue also touches on 
this and includes a photograph of the 
hastily extended platforms at Hyndland 
along with a J37-hauled service. We were 
somewhat pushed for steam motive power! 
In another accompanying photograph EMU 
stock is shown en route to Manchester 
double-headed by two steam locomotives 
with covering/barrier LNER coaches for the 
necessary buckeye coupling connections as 
well as braking power.
 We did find ourselves somewhat short 
of non-corridor stock that summer of 
1961 and the Eastern Region sent around 
100 coaches of various permutations and 
articulations to help out. They were, for 
the most part, displaced stock from Great 
Eastern and Marylebone suburban services 
and given a temporary reprieve from the 
breakers. All, however, were withdrawn and 
condemned by us the following summer.
 The restoration of services in October 
1961 did not warrant the same degree of 
journalistic coverage - that of the previous 
year was truly an emergency.

John Macnab, Falkirk

A Steady Climb 
Within the above article (December 2016) 
mention is made (p712) of a single coach 
being propelled on the Beattock–Moffat 
branch in the years from 1949 until 1952 
notably by ex-LYR 2-4-2T’s that had 
provision for push-pull working. In this 
connection the 1953 allocation of coaching 
stock to the Scottish Region has a 1938-
built composite non-corridor No.SC 17922M 
of Dia. 261A, or alternatively 1921A, and 
classified as motor-fitted stock that would 
appear to be the one used on this service. 
Hence the need for the guard to “keep a 
sharp lookout” as quoted.It remained in 
general use on withdrawal of this particular 

service as a ‘normal’ composite until, on 
condemnation, broken up in Ardmore 
Yards in May 1964. The single brake third 
non-corridor on the ‘Siege’ service also 
illustrated on p 712 and unfortunately 
unidentifiable may also have been of 
interest as an individual vehicle.

John Macnab, Falkirk

The fatal accident near Beattock Summit 
mentioned by A. J .Mullay in his informative 
article occurred on 8th June 1950 at 
Harthope, about a mile and a half south of 
the Summit, caused by a fire on the 11.00 
Birmingham to Glasgow which resulted in 
the death of five passengers.
 Whilst not as serious, two collisions 
in the Beattock vicinity were of sufficient 
concern to the Railway Inspectorate for 
them to produce official ‘Railway Accident’ 
reports for the Ministry of Transport.
 On  18th May 1969 the 21.30 Euston to 
Inverness passenger train failed a mile and a 
half north of Greskine signal box. Assistance 
was rendered by the 22.15 Euston to 
Glasgow passenger train with the Beattock 
pilot coupled to the rear. Unfortunately the 
Inverness train initially pulled away from 
the Glasgow train, they were not coupled, 
only for it to then to come to a sudden 
stop. The inevitable collision resulted in the 
death of the Glasgow train driver and slight 
injuries to a total of nineteen passengers 
and two sleeping car attendants from the 
two trains.
 On 6th October 1971 the Class 6 01.40 
Motherwell to Margam steel train lost 
control descending Beattock bank owing to 
the brake power being insufficient and was 
running at a speed estimated to be 80mph 
when it ran into the Class 8 (maximum 
speed 35mph) 00.30 Motherwell to Carlisle 
mixed freight train at a point just under 
two miles south of Beattock station. This 
resulted in the death of the Carlisle freight 
train guard.

C. A. Allenby, Malton, N. Yorks.

The Departure List
I am advised, by Tom Hutchinson, that 
the  picture on p751 of December’s 
Backtrack is of Black Boy Incline, Shildon,   
not   the nearby  Brusselton incline. 
However, my comments on the public’s 
lackadaisical  attitude to early  railways are 
still relevant. I can only offer apologies and 
say in my defence that  the picture I used 
came from an old postcard that someone 
marked up ‘Brusselton Incline’ on the 
reverse.

George Smith, Malvern

High Speed Trains
I was interested to see your evocation of the 
career of the BR High Speed diesel trains, 
now Class 43, with which, apart from the 
last suggestion, and possibly, surprisingly, I 
largely agree. There is no doubt that these 
sets are a significant success story not 
matched by their imitators and successors. 
That said, let us be clear that this does not 
support the view that main line dieselisation 
on BR was a successful replacement policy 
for much more expensive electrification. 
The evidence shows that diesel locomotive 
utilisation was, in many cases, no better 
than when steam was being deployed 
intelligently and that the supposed 
economic advantages were only achieved 
with long-term operation. It was realised, 
first on the Continent, possibly in Italy, 
that the diesel locomotive-hauled train had 
many of the same restraints as a steam-
hauled one and that this could best be 

improved by building high power railcar (or 
DMU) trains. The FS Settebello sets were an 
expression of this change in approach. This, 
I suggest, is the reason why locomotive-
hauled passenger trains are rare, replaced 
by railcars that can run in any direction 
without the restraints incurred by both 
steam and diesel locomotives. As an aside 
I believe that it would have been possible, 
had the desire existed, to improve both 
steam and diesel locomotive utilisation 
by providing a driving van at the rear of a 
train, but that is a different matter. Also, 
while saluting the HST let’s not suggest 
that we approve of the Government’s 
asinine truncation of the GWR main line 
electrification project. Short-termism 
of this kind has bedevilled the railway 
infrastructure for far too long. The WR 
main lines should have been electrified 35 
years ago. 

L. A. Summers, Oxon.

Up sand down the
City Roads
The Scammell Scarab shown in the 
illustration on the rear cover of the 
December 2016 edition is of interest in 
that the vehicle concerned - KLC 268 - is 
one of around one hundred Scarabs that 
received a non-standard cab built in the 
Eastern Region workshops at Temple Mills 
rather than the steel cab supplied by 
Scammell. The KLC registration number 
is one of series issued by the London 
County Council to commercial vehicles 
from September 1949; the Scarab was 
introduced in 1948 as a replacement for the 
original  model MH  Mechanical Horse that 
went into production in 1933. The Temple 
Mills workshops continued to build bodies 
for British Railways road vehicle fleet into 
the 1960s.

Michael Elliott, Nottingham

Visiting Kentish Town 
and Cricklewood
Unlike those on many remaining named 
steam locomotives in 1964 and 1965, which 
were removed as an anti-theft measure, the 
Sherwood Forester plates on ‘Royal Scot’ 
No.46112 (January issue p5) were taken off 
as early as September 1961, although the 
locomotive was not withdrawn until April 
1964. At this time the name was transferred 
to brand-new No.D100, the first of over 
twenty of Class 45 to receive regimental 
names, most of which had previously been 
carried by ‘Royal Scot’ or ‘Patriot’ Class 
steam locos. No.46112 was an Annesley 
locomotive at the time of Geoff Rixon’s 
photograph and, in all probability, would 
have worked into Marylebone. Cricklewood 
was the servicing base for GC line steam 
after the closure of Neasden in June 1962. 
Notice that the supporting brackets for the 
nameplates have been neatly removed – 
many locomotives which had their plates 
removed in later years had supports and/or 
backing plates crudely left in situ.

Leonard Rogers, Midlothian

The Train Ferries
Many thanks to R. A. S. Hennessey for a 
fascinating and comprehensive account  
in the November and December issues of 
a railway-related activity which, as he says, 
has been little chronicled. Having been 
involved in two of the routes he describes 
(cross-Channel and Argentina), I wonder 
if you would allow me space for a few 
comments.
 Although it is always difficult, with the 
passage of time, to define ‘cause and effect’, 

my recollection of the last two cross- 
Channel train ferry services (Harwich–
Zeebrugge and Dover–Dunkerque) is that 
the proposed Channel Tunnel weighed 
much less importantly in the equation in 
the 1980s than is implied in the articles. The 
major investment made in the late 1980s 
in this activity involved the building of a 
large new ship (the Nord-Pas de Calais) 
for SNCF’s Armement Naval, specifically 
to concentrate the remaining railborne 
traffic on one single route (the shorter 
one, permitting three and occasionally 
four round trips per 24 hours, with a single 
vessel). In order to achieve this, significant 
new investment was made at both Dover 
(Admiralty Pier) and Dunkerque (Port 
Ouest). Once the NPC entered service 
(indeed some months prior to that), the 
days of the Harwich operation were 
numbered, with or without the prospect of 
transfer to a future Tunnel,and irrespective 
of the sale of Sealink.
 One minor detail among many that 
could be added: in 1972 the Cambridge 
Ferry made ten voyages from Harwich to 
Dublin transporting rolling stock to CIÉ.
 For a comprehensive account of the 
last years of Britain’s train ferry activity, I 
can highly recommend the article by D. 
Ratcliffe and Ernie Puddick in Rail Express, 
Feb. 2006. One further detail: the NPC 
ceased conveying rail freight traffic not 
in 1994 as stated, but on 22nd December 
1995, long after some freight flows had 
commenced using the Channel Tunnel; one 
unresolved dilemma concerned the highly-
profitable flows of dangerous goods which 
were banned from the Tunnel but were 
insufficient to sustain a vestigial train ferry 
operation.
 On a totally different tack, I was 
surprised (in the author’s justified encomium 
of Follet Holt) to see the Entre Ríos Railway 
described as “prestigious”. In its London 
boardroom perhaps: but in Argentina it was 
a byword for impecunious and unreliable 
rail transport, a bit like the Eastern Counties 
Railway or the London, Chatham & Dover 
Railway over here. It was built to serve the 
low-lying and backward area known to 
Argentinians as ‘Mesopotamia’, between 
the Paraná and Uruguay rivers, which 
(with its railway) was frequently flooded. 
Until the first of these rivers was bridged 
in 1977 by the Zárate–Brazo Largo viaduct, 
a journey between its catchment area and 
Buenos Aires involved the ferry crossing 
(to/from Ibicuy) mentioned by the author. 
Efficient these ferries may have been, but 
they nevertheless added to the impression 
of an interminable and unpredictable 
journey: their passengers’ views may have 
been coloured by memories of the collision 
in 1926 of two of the ferries (the María 
Parera and the Lucía Carbó), the former 
sinking in less than fifteen minutes.
 Finally, in support of the author’s thesis 
of British-inspired train ferries elsewhere in 
the world, he might have mentioned the 
Romanshorn–Friedrichshafen operation on 
Lake Constance (opened 1869) where, as 
Ransome-Wallis relates, “the steam ferry 
ship to operate these services was designed 
by an Englishman, J. Scott-Russell, a Member 
of the ICE and, in his day, an authority on 
ferries”.

Bert Blissett, Banstead, Surrey

Bob Farmer’s Index
Bob Farmer’s usual page-by-page index to 
Backtrack Vol.30 can be had from him at 
bob.rosemary.farmer@gmail.com

Readers’Forum Letters intended for publication should ideally add extra detail to our articles (or offer corrections of 
course!) and not be too long, consistent with the detail they offer. As always, we are sorry that space and 
time prevent us from printing them all or sending personal replies. ED.
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Matthew Murray 1765-
1826 and the firm of 
Fenton, Murray and Co., 
1795-1844 
by Paul Murray Thompson. 498pp, A4, 
100 b&w illustrations, softback, privately 
published in a limited edition of 500 by 
the author. <paulmurrayt@btinternet.com> 
2015, ISBN 978 099483 50 9, £30 (p&p £5 
extra from the author).
The author is a direct descendant of 
Matthew Murray and came to his subject 
from that personal connection and has thus 
found the time and had the patience for 
his researches that otherwise may have had 
time limitations. The result, this considerable 
volume, is as he admits “more of a source 
history of the records” than a typical 
biographical narrative. For the cognoscenti, 
however, this compendium, including 
contemporary drawings and engravings 
will be of inestimable value. Some previous 
writings have suggested that Murray might 
have been born in Stockton-on-Tees but 
here it seems clear that he originated in 
Northumberland and grew up and received 
his early work experience on Tyneside.
 He has become known as ‘the Father 
of Leeds Engineering’, his early work in that 
city being associated with John Marshall 
and the attempts to introduce and improve 
machinery for the production of textiles 
other than cotton; in particular linen from 
flax.
 When he became involved in his own 
partnership and the building and growth of 
the Round Foundry in Water Lane, the range 
of his interest grew considerably. He made 
many improvements to the steam engine 
and was to manufacture a great number 
of engines for many applications including 
marine ones. Other innovations involved 
machinery and also structural ironwork for 
the erection of fireproof mills and factories.
 He will be best known to readers of 
this magazine for being the first commercial 
manufacturer of steam railway locomotives: 
those built to John Blenkinsop’s rack system 
although Blenkinsop’s patent only covered 
the rack rail and pinion gear arrangement 
(the high pressure non-condensing engine 
was Trevithick’s). Murray’s contributions 
were much longer-lasting: two cylinders 
set at 90 degrees and the ‘D’ slide-valve. 
The Round Foundry constructed seven of 
these locomotives before Murray ceased 
their manufacture. He was well aware of the 
safety concerns around high-pressure steam 
especially when such equipment was in the 
hands of the careless. Most land and marine 
boilers worked at low pressures at that time.
 Thus he turned down George 
Stephenson’s request to quote for a 
locomotive engine for the Stockton & 
Darlington  Railway, although just before his 
death he proposed a machine with a seperate 
boiler  and engine units with chain coupling 
between their axles, ostensibly to reduce 
axle weight and prevent rail breakages 
(especially where cast iron was used).
  A few years after his death in 1826, 
the company changed its policy and 71 
locomotives were built for twenty railway 
companies in England and continental 
Europe between 1831 and 1842 and notably 23 
for the broad gauge Great Western Railway. 
Twenty were express passenger ‘Firefly’ Class 
2-2-2s and their designer  Daniel  Gooch was 
to report that they were the best made of 
the seven firms which had supplied the type 
to his company. Fenton, Murray & Jackson 
closed in 1844. A series of events concerning 
debts and bankrupcy brought the end just as 
the ‘Railway Mania’ was reaching its height. 
 This is not a book for reading in bed – it 
weighs in at over 4lb! However, it is printed 
on the best quality paper and in a large font 
with wide line spacings, making it easy to 

follow the mix of text, extended quotations 
and transcribed documents, even for elderly 
eyes. The only quibble is with the index which 
is rather inadequate and a few numbered 
sub-headings in each chapter in conjunction 
with an extended contents page would help 
to navigate through a complex work. This is 
essential for anyone interested in industrial 
and mechanical engineering developments in 
this period and beyond.        
HHHHH   MR

Commuters: The History 
of a British Way of Life
by Simon Webb. Published by Pen and 
Sword History. Price £12.99. Paperback. 150 
pages. ISBN 978 1 47386 290 6. http://www.
pen-and-sword.co.uk
At some times and in some countries it 
seemed that commuter traffic around great 
cities would be the last refuge of passenger 
travel by rail, and commuting is so bound up 
with the economy and social life of modern 
nations that it is surprising that it seems 
never to have received the comprehensive 
treatment it deserves. This popular survey 
of the topic in Great Britain, down through 
history and covering all transport modes, is 
therefore welcome.
 Though short the book is wide-ranging. 
It covers the distant origins of the journey 
between home and work, long before the 
term ‘commuting’ was coined and imported 
from the United States. Travel on foot, 
by boat, by bus and tram, by train, and by 
motor car are covered in lively style. There 
is a pleasing diversion into literary coverage 
of commuting habits, as well as rather more 
recherché discussions of the etymology 
of the word and of the social stratification 
latent in different modes, such as the 
popular associations of the tram and the 
more refined ambience of the bus (although 
one wonders if steady embourgeoisement 
really caused the triumph of the latter, as 
implied). The separation of home and work, 
a crucial factor in industrialisation and hence 
the birth of the modern world, depended 
on public transport, and the process is well 
described. There is an index and a selection 
of illustrations, together with a bibliography. 
 This is an accessible summary of a 
complex and important subject, supported 
by an interesting range of anecdote and 
reference. Sadly, it would have benefited 
from more careful research and editing, 
and is slightly marred by avoidable howlers. 
For example, the unusual Gravesend and 
Northfleet line was not the ‘first electric 
tram to run in Britain‘; and the Northern 
City Line, site of the appalling 1975 accident, 
most certainly did not run between ‘West 
Drayton, a station near near London Airport, 
and Moorgate’. A useful introduction, but the 
definitive book on the subject is still to come.
HHH           GBS

Stephenson’s Rocket 
1829 onwards - Owners’ 
Workshop Manual  
An insight into the design, 
construction, operation and 
maintenance of the iconic steam 
locomotive                    
by Richard Gibbon. Haynes Publishing Book 
No.6063. 160pp. £22.99 ISBN 978 1 785210 
63 1.
Although this book, which was produced 
in conjunction with the Science Museum, is 
in the form of the well known Haynes car 
service manuals, it is not  just a  manual  but 
a  full  account  of the origins of this most 
famous locomotive and  its various replicas 
which have been made since 1829, together 
with the  those of  Novelty and Sans Pareil, 
built for the 1980  Rocket 150 celebration.
 After an introduction, the  book 

continues with the development  of steam-
powered railways, particularly in Durham, 
andthe planned  Liverpool to Manchester  
(L&M} Railway  proposing a competition 
for the best locomotive, culminating in the 
Rainhill Trials of 1829. 
 The book then deals with with the 
opening  of the L&M itself and the part 
played by Rocket in the  early operation of 
the line. Chapter Two deals in detail  with the 
construction of  Rocket  itself, with particular  
reference to the original locomotive in its 
present form and the sectioined replica made 
for the Science Museum in 1935. Chapter 
Three contains accounts of  their various  
experiences  from  people who had travelled 
in trains drawn by Rocket itself, or a replica, 
either as a passenger  or on the footplate as 
crew.
 The next chapter starts with a Rocket  
maintemance chart as for a car,  showing the 
daily lubrication points, together with the 
other essential maintenance tasks such as 
boiler washouts, which have to be performed 
at regular intervals in order to ensure 
continued efficient operation. Chapter Five 
discusses the ten known replica Rockets 
which have been built since  1829 up to 2010.
 Chapter Six discusses how full size 
working replicas of pioneer locomotives, as 
at Beamish, can bring railway history vividly 
to life. The book then describes the two 
replicas, Novelty and Sans Pareil, the other 
main contenders  for the L&M £500 Prize, 
and their part, with the replica  Rocket, in 
the 2002 renactment  of the Rainhill Trials  
(actually held  in Wales) for a BBC television 
programme, continuing with the recent 
replica Rocket, made in 2010 .                                                                                                        
 The  last chapter discusses how Rocket 
(apart from having no brakes) became 
the template for almost all the steam 
locomotives which followed for over 150 
years. The book ends with a glossary of 
technical  terms, some supplementary 
information and a comprehensive index. 
HHHH   RW

Flying Scotsman LNER 
Class A1/A3 Pacific 4472, 
1923 onwards
by Phil Atkins. Hayes Publishing, Sparkford, 
Yeovil, Somerset BA22 7JJ. £22.99. ISBN 978 
1 84425 706 5
Why is LNER Class A3 4-6-2 No.4472 Flying 
Scotsman so famous and popular with the 
public? It was certainly not the best member 
of the class performance-wise, but it was 
the first steam locomotive to be officially 
credited with 100mph and also it was the first 
Pacific delivered to the newly formed LNER. 
 Undoubtedly, a further reason for 
the popularity is that the name it carries 
it overcomes that common confusion 
present in the public’s mind – namely 
the differentiation between a train and a 
locomotive – it is so much easier when they 
are called one and the same. The name Flying 
Scotsman was only applied to the engine 
when it was displayed at the British Empire 
Exhibition at Wembley in 1924. Although it 
had long been applied unofficially to east 
coast ‘Scotch’ expresses, it was only also 
in 1924 that it was applied officially to the 
10.00am(ish) service for Edinburgh and, of 
course, its corresponding up working.  
 In preservation, the engine has long been 
popular with the public starting right from 
the moment when Alan Pegler bought it 
from British Railways and, in a series of well 
publicised runs, was able to operate it over 
the national network, enabling thousands of 
spectators and enthusiasts to see it – your 
reviewer being one. Subsequently the engine 
has experienced more drama and excitement 
than perhaps any locomotive is entitled to, 
including trips to the USA and Australia, plus 
several changes of ownership prompted by 

bankruptcy.. These adventures culminated in 
a dramatic rescue by Sir William McAlpine to 
avoid it being broken up for scrap to pay off 
debts. Then, in 2004 – this time to prevent it 
possibly going abroad – the locomotive was 
saved for the nation by the NRM purchasing 
it under sealed bids for £2.31 million – 
somewhat more than the £3,000 Alan Pelger 
paid for the engine in 1963 – and representing 
an annual price rise of 18 per cent.
 Initially the NRM intended to use 
No.4472 to haul charter trains out of York but 
it quickly became apparent to its latest owner 
that the engine was in far poorer condition 
than the museum had been led to believe. 
The decision was taken in September 2004 to 
admit the engine to the NRM workshops for 
a ‘heavy intermediate repair’. Unfortunately, 
on leaving the workshop in May 2005, the 
repairs did not have the desired effect of 
improving itseighteen-month heavy general 
repair in January 2006, which was intended 
to be a full restoration of the locomotive.
 It was then that the problems started 
in earnest. It would prove to be one of the 
extremest overhaul and renewal projects 
undertaken so far in the heritage railways 
sector but this was not realized at the start. 
Secondly, the NRM found itself to be ill-
equipped to carry out the overhaul. The 
work started without a plausible restoration 
plan, using the museum’s in-house technical 
staff who, in fairness, were not geared 
up for a multi-million pound restoration 
scheme. Unfortunately, the NRM did not 
have the professional engineering capacity 
or experience to describe in sufficient 
detail the work required using drawings and 
detailed specifications in modern electronic 
format. This prevented it from having parts 
of the restoration carried out by large-
scale, commercial, non-railway engineering 
companies. Consequently, it had to rely on 
the small ‘cottage industry’ companies that 
have sprung up since 1968 in support of the 
heritage railway scene.
 Such a large project, being almost 
wholly dependent on such comparatively 
limited engineering capacity, ensured it 
inevitably took a long time to complete 
– even if this was not anticipated at the 
outset. That it took ten years was partly 
due to the NRM’s inexperience in managing 
such a large project. A deficiency in project 
planning and management meant mistakes 
were made, procedures such as checking the 
frame structure for cracking and alignment 
was performed late and out of sequence, 
consequently some work had to be done 
twice. But anyone who had seen the engine 
running during one of its many appearances 
in 2016 will not be left in any doubt that an 
excellent restoration and rebuild has been 
done. 
 The book is subtitled an insight into 
maintaining, operating and restoring the 
legendary steam locomotive – and that 
precisely sums it up. The latter half describes 
the restoration in some detail accompanied 
by a large number of photographs illustrating 
the different stages and processes involved in 
the rebuilding.
 The first half looks at the genesis of the 
Gresley A1 Class Pacific, its metamorphosis 
into the A3 Class, together with chapters 
on how Flying Scotsman was originally 
constructed, together with something of its 
operational life. Once again, these chapters 
are accompanied by photographs of the 
procedures and parts of locomotive anatomy 
together with some drawings.
 Altogether, a book that should 
particularly appeal to the enthusiast who is 
not just interested in Flying Scotsman, but 
who is also keen to learn just how much work 
and effort goes into the restoration of steam 
locomotives so that they may continue to 
run in the 21st century.
HHHH  APT
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Another in our steam miscellany series, but this time covering Scotland. Again, it uses mostly previously 
unseen film that is mainly assembled in the order the film runs off the original cine reels and largely 
without our usual detailed commentaries.
We begin at Carstairs with a very slippery 46244 King George VI and then move to Edinburgh Waverley for 
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Aberdeen. There is also extensive coverage at Thornton Junction and Dundee, at Montrose J37s are seen 
going about their daily duties, whilst at Aberdeen a visit is made to the Gas Works whose locomotives had 
tramway-type skirts enclosing the motion.
Glasgow Central is visited and also Paisley Gilmour Street whilst at Kilwinning a Caledonian ‘Jumbo’ is seen 
at work as we head towards the Glasgow & South Western stronghold of Ayr. There are ‘Crabs’ aplenty on 
freight trains, a double-headed boat train from Stranraer, steam on the local to and from Kilmarnock.
Sheds seen include Edinburgh St. Margaret’s, Stirling, Perth, Dundee, Aberdeen Ferryhill, Ayr and Hurlford. 
Classes seen include: ‘Coronation’, A1, A2, A3, A4, V2, J36, J37, J38, WD 2-8-0, ‘Crab’, LMS 2-6-4T, Black 5, 
Caledonian 3F, Caledonian ‘Jumbo’ 2F, B1, ‘Britannia’, ‘Clan’, 73XXX (Standard & Caprotti), 76XXX, 77XXX 
and 80XXX.
Filmed largely in colour and mostly during the 1960s, a commentary plus sound track complements this 
nostalgic look at the last years of Scottish steam.

Running Time 85 minutes DVD and VHS £19.75 (Post Free)
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ANYONE FOR RUGBY?
A moment captured at Rugby Midland station in July 1962. A station inspector, having opened the cabinet of

speaking instruments, pauses with a footplateman to chat up a couple of blondes travelling with plenty of
bags and cases. A barrow loaded with ‘Live Yoghourt’ awaits attention and the scene is completed with a
good display of ‘platform furniture’ including a weighing machine, parcels trolleys, a telephone kiosk, a 
bookstall (closed, it seems) and a sign directing anyone needing to send a telegram. Just another day… 

(Geoff Rixon)


