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Why Railways?


No one person invented the railways. It was a joint effort by many people, most of whom are long forgotten and consequently nameless, as it took centuries for the various components that make up a railway system to be developed and brought into use. It was only when all these various inventions could be brought together that the age of the iron road could begin.

Leaving aside the wheel, whose origins stretch back as far as 4,500 BC, and the chariot, which probably first appeared around 2,000 BC, there were three key developments: the concept of making tracks to bear a carriage’s wheels in order to reduce resistance, the invention of steam engines, and then, the Eureka moment, combining the two.

Putting down wooden planks to ease the progress of carts or wagons was a practice that stretched back to long before the birth of Christ. It has been suggested that it was used by the ancient Greeks to drag boats across the isthmus at Corinth (where the canal was not hewn out of the rock until the end of the nineteenth century). A stained glass window in the Minster of Freiburg im Breisgau in southwestern Germany, dating back to 1350, depicts wagons that appear to be running on rails. There is also evidence that crude tracks were used to haul wagons up the steep slopes of Hohensalzburg Fortress in the Austrian city of Salzburg in the early sixteenth century.

In England, during the first decade of the seventeenth century, a mining engineer called Huntingdon Beaumont – a name that seems to come straight out of a Jane Austen novel – went much further by laying 2 miles (3.2 km) of track linking a pit belonging to Sir Francis Willoughby in Nottinghamshire to the River Trent. That was to be the pattern for the vast majority of what came to be known as ‘wagonways’, whose principal purpose was to take coal, and sometimes other minerals, from pits to the nearest river or, later, to canals, and thence to the coast, from where the cargo could be taken long distances by sea. Transport was the main determinant of the price of coal and reducing its cost was therefore the key stimulus behind the development of these wagonways and, later, the early railways.

It was not in England’s East Midlands, however, but in the northeast, with its vast number of pits, that these wagonways spread rapidly from around the mid-seventeenth century. The wagons were, of course, pushed or pulled on the tracks by men or horses and sometimes simply by gravity if there were an incline for them to roll down. This was not always safe. Indeed, what could be called the first railway fatality occurred in 1650 when two boys were, according to a contemporary report, ‘slain with a wagon’ on a wooden wagonway at Whickham in County Durham.

These early ‘railways’ were not cheap to build and one report suggests a cost of £785 per mile for a track laid in 1726. While comparisons with today’s money are tendentious, a reasonable estimate would be around £1m a mile in today’s money, which means it was a considerable amount for a mine owner. However, the tracks could increase the productivity of the wagon drivers fivefold, as well as making the transport less dependent on the weather. (Rain rapidly turned the dirt roads of the time into quagmires.) By greatly reducing the cost of producing coal, the tracks ensured that mines became more profitable. By the end of the seventeenth century, they were so widespread in the northeast that they were known as ‘Newcastle Roads’, but later the term ‘tramway’ became commonplace.

Maintenance of the tracks was also a considerable expense. The wood on which the wheels travelled invariably wore out within a couple of years and this quickly led to iron being used for the rails, initially as an overlay on the wood, but by the second half of the seventeenth century, the idea of rails made entirely of iron had been mooted. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, there was an extensive network of tramways, some of which were interconnected as the owners of the pits formed consortiums to merge lines. On occasion, however, rivalries led owners to ban their neighbours from crossing their land or to charge exorbitant ‘wayleaves’ for permission to do so.

Conservative estimates of the extent of these wagonways nationally put it at 133 miles (214 km) by 1750 and just under 300 miles (483 km) by the end of the century. Their growth thereafter was
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