

THE GROUPING

At the end of the First World War, Britain’s railways were in a parlous state. Years of heavy use and inadequate maintenance had taken a toll on a network that had been built by over a hundred private companies that ranged in size from the major players such as the Great Western, the Midland and the London and North Western to minor lines serving essentially local needs. Many of these companies were in financial difficulties, with a total deficit of over £40 million, partly because of the impact of the war, and partly because of the considerable duplication of routes and stations, the result of fierce competition between Victorian railway builders. During the war, the government had taken control of the railways, while stopping short of actual nationalisation, and this control continued into the immediate post-war years.
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		Postcard depicting Great Eastern Railway 4-4-0 Class T19 locomotive and passenger train crossing Trowse swing bridge near Norwich, in about 1910.

	

In 1920 Eric Geddes, the Minister of Transport and a former deputy general manager of the North Eastern Railway and First Lord of the Admiralty, was asked to put together a plan for the future of Britain’s railways. His White Paper formed the basis of the Railways Act of 1921, known popularly as the Grouping Act, the essence of which was that the major railways should be brought together into large regional groups. The original proposal was for six or seven areas or groups, including a separate one for Scotland, but for the Act that was passed in August 1921 this was reduced to four with Scotland included, defined as the Great Western Railway (GWR), the Southern Railway (SR), the London, Midland and Scottish Railway (LMS) and the London and North Eastern Railway (LNER). These quickly became known as the Big Four. A subsequent Act in 1933 created the London Passenger Transport Board to operate the capital’s transport network. Though the regional boundaries were clearly drawn, there was inevitably some overlap and some anomalies, usually the result of pre-Grouping partnerships. Obvious examples were the LNER’s operation of the West Highland line to Mallaig, deep into LMS territory, and the LMS’s control of the former London, Tilbury and Southend route eastwards from London into LNER territory. However, the core separation was between the main routes from London to Scotland, with the LMS having the West Coast route, and the LNER the East. The Railways Act came into force on 1 January 1923.
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		Postcard depicting North British Railway 4-4-2 Class H locomotive crossing the Forth Bridge in about 1910.

	

The main constituent companies of the LNER were the Great Eastern Railway, the Great Central Railway, the North Eastern Railway, the Great Northern Railway, the Hull and Barnsley Railway, the North British Railway and the Great North of Scotland Railway. The most important of these, the GER, the GCR, the NER and the GNR, had themselves been created by mergers and amalgamations during the previous century, while the ambitious NBR was the largest railway in Scotland. In addition, brought into the Group were many other lesser lines, giving the LNER a route length of 6,590 miles and making it the second-largest of the Big Four. The very long list of subsidiary, leased and jointly operated lines included a few independent companies, such as the Mid-Suffolk Light Railway, and a large number of lines leased or worked by the main constituent LNER railways. There were about twenty-four of these, mostly either short connecting railways or nominally independent local and branch lines. They ranged from minor or obscure companies, such as the NER’s goods only Fawcett Depot Line, the GCR’s North Lindsey Light Railway, the GNR’s Stamford and Essendine Railway and the NBR’s Lauder Light Railway, to substantial and sometimes important lines on the railway map, such as the GER’s London and Blackwell Railway, the GNR’s East Lincolnshire Railway, the NBR’s Forth and Clyde Junction Railway and the Hull and Barnsley’s South Yorkshire Junction Railway.
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		Postcard depicting Great Central Railway 4-4-0 Class 11B locomotive heading a Sheffield and Manchester express from Marylebone station in about 1912.

	

There were also over twenty jointly operated lines, mostly shared with the LMS. The largest of these were the 183-mile East Anglian network of the Midland and Great Northern Joint Railway which, though incorporated into the LNER in 1936, continued to be shared by the LNER and the LMS, and the 142-mile Cheshire Lines Committee. Other joint LNER and LMS lines were to be found in many parts of England and Scotland and included the Axholme Light Railway, the Dundee and Arbroath Railway, the Great Central and North Staffordshire Joint Railway, the Norfolk and Suffolk Joint Railway and the Tottenham and Hampstead Junction Railway. The LNER’s route map ran from London to Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Elgin and included Leicester, Sheffield, Manchester and Carlisle, along with most of East Anglia and all of eastern England from the Thames to Newcastle and the Border. In London, the LNER’s main termini were King’s Cross, formerly GNR, Liverpool Street, formerly GER, Marylebone, formerly GCR and Fenchurch Street, formerly London and Blackwall Railway.


	[image: ../img/SLI847_005.jpg]
	
		Postcard depicting King’s Cross Station during the Great Northern Railway era, in about 1910.

	





SETTING UP THE BUSINESS

At its formation the LNER found that it had inherited over 7,000 steam locomotives, 20,000 carriages, around 30,000 freight vehicles, a small fleet of electric trains and steam and motor railcars, over forty passenger and freight ships, a number of river and lake steamers, over twenty hotels and a massive fleet of road vehicles, including 800 mechanical horse tractors. It had shares in bus and road transport companies, and there were over 2,500 stations and goods depots, along with thousands of other buildings, including warehouses, signal boxes, houses and cottages, engine sheds, workshops and offices. The LNER also took charge of docks and harbours in twenty places, the most important of which were Hull, Immingham, Harwich, Grimsby, Hartlepool and London, along with Leith and Aberdeen. There were also smaller wharves and piers all over the network and eight canals. Over 205,000 staff were employed, along with a large number of horses.

From the start, the LNER built a reputation for sound and careful but creative management. The chairman, William Whitelaw, came from the NBR and the deputy chairman, Lord Faringdon, came from the GCR, companies well known for their careful and thrifty behaviour. The chief general manager, Sir Ralph Wedgwood, and his assistant, Robert Bell, both came from the NER.

The main challenge facing the LNER was the integration into one company of many independent railways, large and small. Many were well known as efficient and well-run companies that had been financially viable until the depredations of the First World War, and they were generally regarded with great loyalty by both staff and customers. The larger ones had successfully operated a great range of trains over a long period, which included main-line and secondary passenger traffic, commuter services, excursions and a significant freight business. In addition some ran a network of dining and sleeping cars, along with steamers and hotels. Some, such as the GNR, were already famous for the quality and originality of their publicity and had established a particular look, or image. The larger companies had also built their own locomotives and vehicles, often with distinctive and individual approaches to design, construction and operation.

It is a reflection of the management skills of the chairman, William Whitelaw, and the general manager, Sir Ralph Wedgwood, both of whom remained at the helm until 1938, and their Board, that integration into the new LNER took place both quickly and relatively smoothly. From the start there was an acceptance of the need to modernise the network and to unify the disparate working practices of the old independent companies, and at the same time to encourage innovation in all areas of activity. There was also a degree of practical co-operation with the LMS, the LNER’s main rival. Competition over things like the key routes to Scotland, the design and performance of locomotives, the operation of freight services and publicity was generally seen as inevitable, but frequently beneficial, and jointly managed routes and buildings were usually operated in an efficient way. Competition was, in any case, a two-edged sword. While initially encouraged by the government and promoted in advertising and publicity, it was soon seen as counterproductive, and by the 1930s the Big Four were openly co-operating in many areas of activity, and particularly in the handling of freight. However, the real problem faced by the LNER was money. The LNER was always the least profitable of the Big Four, despite its large network. By contrast, the LMS accounted for 40 per cent of the total traffic turnover on Britain’s railways between the wars, and so was able to centralise, standardise and modernise in a far more dramatic fashion. In 1923, the LNER, as Britain’s major coal carrier, seemed well placed but within a couple of years coal was in a steep decline, not helped by long-lasting strikes and disputes. Likewise, the core industries of the North East – iron, steel and shipbuilding – crucial to the LNER’s finances, also declined significantly from the mid-1920s. While there was some recovery in the 1930s, in real terms the LNER was never really a profitable company. The rural nature of much of its network also caused it to suffer increasingly from the expansion of road traffic for both passengers and freight. In 1903 there were 18,000 mechanically propelled vehicles of all types in Britain. By 1928 that figure had exceeded two million. Increasingly, traffic regulations, taxation and costings favoured the roads, the foundation of the uneven playing field that has blighted railway transport ever since. Fast, streamlined trains with luxury carriages and great publicity may have been the public face of the LNER but behind the scenes there was a large and underfunded company struggling to survive.
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		In 1925 the centenary of Britain’s railways was widely celebrated, with the North East at the heart of it. Among the locomotives on display was the then brand new LNER Class U1 Beyer-Garrett freight locomotive, the most powerful steam locomotive ever to run in Britain.

	

The LNER’s route map reveals the complex and uneven nature of the company’s activities. At its heart are the main lines radiating from the three major London termini, Marylebone, King’s Cross and Liverpool Street and linking most of England and Scotland’s most important towns and cities on the eastern half of Britain. In addition, joint operations and through carriages also took the LNER into places as diverse as Bristol, Exeter and Penzance, Gloucester, Cardiff and Swansea, Oxford, Reading and Southampton, Birmingham, Stafford, Chester and Liverpool, Penrith and Stranraer, and Perth and Inverness. Over 60 per cent of Britain’s towns with a population of over 50,000 were directly served by the LNER or by lines in which it had a share. Many of these routes and connections also allowed for the extensive exchange of freight traffic. Coal carrying was the primary freight business, thanks to the LNER’s access to the coalfields of the north Midlands, the North East and southern Scotland. In between the main lines there is a dense network of cross-country, secondary and other minor routes, including a large number of largely rural branch lines. Many of these were built in the latter part of the nineteenth century to serve relatively remote and underpopulated regions, particularly in East Anglia, Lincolnshire, the Scottish borders and north-east Scotland, at a time when social and economic life was dependent upon the railway. By the 1920s many of these were uneconomic. Liverpool Street was at the centre of some of Britain’s busiest commuter lines, serving Hertfordshire and Essex and there was also a busy suburban network centred on Edinburgh. All these varieties of routes required particular types of traffic, timetables, marketing and operation, and that was the daily challenge for the LNER’s senior management in its three regional centres. In an average year the LNER carried 370 million people, 140 million tons of freight and 8 million livestock.
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		LNER staff at Skegness Station, 1940s.
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		Leaflet promoting an FA Amateur Cup football match, with an early version of the LNER shield.

	

The map also indicates the importance of shipping for the LNER’s business and financial structure. Scheduled passenger and freight services were operated from Aberdeen, Leith, Newcastle, Middlesbrough, Hull, Immingham and Harwich, to Scandinavia, Germany, Holland, Belgium and France. Some of these routes, such as Leith to Dunkirk and Middlesbrough to Calais and Dieppe, seem to have been established by competitive independent companies of the pre-LNER era, yet they survived into the 1930s.
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		‘This Year?’ holiday brochure, 1924, showing an early version of the LNER shield.

	

THE LNER IMAGE

When it was set up, the LNER inherited with its long list of constituent companies a great variety of names, house styles and liveries for stations and rolling stock. In 1923, after inspecting locomotives from the various constituent companies, the Board decided that apple green should be the standard colour for locomotives, and varnished teak the finish for carriages, and this quickly gave the new company a distinctive look. However, this livery was never universal and it was only generally applied to passenger tender locomotives. Many others, including freight locomotives and passenger tank locomotives were painted black, and from 1941 most LNER locomotives were painted black as a wartime economy measure. Famously, the streamlined A4 Pacific locomotives were painted silver or garter blue, with matching carriages. Station and building colours were established quite early as stone or cream with brown. From 1936 the brown was changed to a mid green, known as Buckingham Green. Among the first stations to be repainted in the new style were Leicester, Colchester, Ely, Lowestoft and Chesterfield. This colour scheme was maintained until the formation of British Railways and in many cases survived until the 1950s.

From its formation the LNER attempted to develop a unified image or house style that could be applied to everything from station name boards to stationery, but this was very uneven and inconsistent until the 1930s. For example, station name boards were initially brown and cream, sometimes with light letters on a dark ground, and sometimes the other way round. In the 1930s this changed to blue and white
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