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Early Origins:
•wagonway fought over by Bonny Prince Charlie

•Kilmarnock-Ayr carried passengers 1812

•Stockton & Darlington 1825

•Rainhill Trials 1829

•Railway Mania 1848
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The Penalties of being a pioneer:
•piecemeal promotion - duplicate routes, missing links - and 
excessive competition

•restricted loading-gauge

•our railways bear the cost of lineside fencing

•London the oldest, Glasgow the third-oldest underground 
railways in the world – stations hard to access
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Victorian apogee:
•Tay Bridge disaster 1879 leads to strengthened Forth Bridge 
1890

•first mile-a-minute 1896

•City of Truro 102 mph allegedly in 1903

•Great Central the last main line
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Twentieth Century decline:
•industrial strife - the Taff Vale Judgment

•the Great War - Quintinshill

•growth of road transport - demobbed troops and the rubber 
tyre

•streamlined steam masks lack of investment except Southern 
Electric

•and then a Second World War
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Post-war a new world:
•austerity and rationing

•exhaustion and nationalisation

•continuance with steam when other countries were electrifying

•1955 Modernisation Plan for diesels but national strike and 
growth of the motorway network

•unsustainable losses, so in 1963 Beeching who showed that one 
third of the network carried 1% of the traffic
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Gradual recovery:
•West Coast electrification

•network stabilised by 1970 - Passenger Transport Authorities

•environmental objection to roadbuilding

•Beeching's positive legacy - Freightliner and InterCity

•High Speed Trains made up for tilt failure

•Serpell gave way to Sectorisation

•East Coast electrification
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Privatisation:
•BR split into 125 businesses - passenger and freight operators, rolling stock companies, 
contractors, contractors, consultants

•Railtrack sold off, but accidents at Southall, Ladbroke Grove and Hatfield led to replacement by 
Network Rail with track maintenance brought in-house

•wages forced up as unions take advantage of divided industry

•with bus bandits in the lead, passenger numbers soar, but from 2004 fares start to rise above 
inflation

•open access competition has limited impact and Strategic Rail Authority is a failure, Government 
takes franchise management in-house but with devolution to London, Scotland, Wales and the 
North of England

•the franchising framework unleashes unprecedented investment - Pendolinos and Voyagers, 
new retail systems, station investment including Access for All
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Where are we now?
•coal loss means that freight is reduced to construction and containers - the 
Silk Road!

•the bus bandits have been mostly replaced by Continental railways, but 
Brexit makes their franchises loss-making

•congested network needs new capacity - HS2

•loss of direction seen in 2018 timetable shambles and long-running disputes 
over who controls train doors

•walk-on fares are the highest in Europe (though Advance ones very 
competitive), and subsidy now far higher than under BR
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Scotland:
•Beeching impact was worst, but with devolution four lines have 
reopened

•coterminous boundaries have helped deliver investment in 
electrification and in new and refurbished trains

•clear strategy, but proving unexpectedly difficult to deliver -
rolling-stock late, industrial dispute, Brexit makes franchise loss-
making, Scottish Government is heavily committed to road-
building
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•questions? Thanks for listening!

•jyellowlees@blueyonder.co.uk
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