The Railways


The period from 1844 to 1847 is often called 'Railway Mania'.  It was a time in which the number railways grew on a scale never known before.  Why did this boom take place and what effect did it have?

Wooden railway tracks had been used in coal mines since the 17th century.  Then, in 1767, Abraham Darby II successfully made rails out of cast iron.  In 1781 James Watt invented a steam engine that had a rotory arm for driving machines in factories.  It seemed only a matter of time before someone mounted a steam engine on wheels to make a locomotive.

However, this did not happen until 1804, when Richard Trevithick built a locomotive called 'Catch-Me-Who-Can' which was built for pulling coal carts in mines.  His work was to be copied and improved by several men.  The most important of these was George Stephenson.

In 1821 coal from South Durham was still being taken by road to Stockton.  Because this was expensive the coal owners decided first to build a canal and then later a railway.  They asked Stephenson to be their engineer.  He persuaded the Company to build a railway that used steam locomotives rather than horses to pull their carts.  This first railway opened in September 1825 and was called the Stockton and Darlington Railway.

Source A: The opening of the Stockton to Darlington Railway.
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                Even though the Stockton to Darlington railway was successful people were frightened of the locomotive or steam train. Some people believed that if you travelled too fast then you would not be able to breath!  In 1830 the Liverpool to Manchester Railway was opened, again it was the work of Stephenson.  In 1829 the Rainhill Trials were held to test the safety and efficiency of the locomotive.  Stephenson's Rocket won the competition with an average speed of 15 miles per hour (25 kph).  

Source B: Modern replica of Stephenson’s Rocket, 1989
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The Liverpool to Manchester Railway was a big success.  Other railways were soon followed.   In 1838 Robert Stephenson built the first inter-city line between London and Birmingham.  Then in 1841, Isambard Kingdom Brunel completed the Great Western Railway, which linked London with Bristol.  Between 1844 and 1847 Parliament gave permission for 9,375 miles (15,000 km) of railway to be built.  By 1850, over 6,000 miles (9,600 km) had been built.  

Source C: Growth of Railways in Britain 1845, 1851 and 1872.

[image: image3.png]1845 1851 172

0 1s0km
050 100 miles

f





Why did the railways come?  The answer, of course is: because of the 

Industrial Revolution.  The new factories, the new towns, the larger population, the increased volume of goods that had to be carried created the need for a faster means of transport.  The Railway Age began on 15 September 1830, the day on which the first railway, the

Liverpool to Manchester was opened.

Source E: How  railway engineers overcame the shape of the land.
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Building a railway was a big undertaking.  As far as possible the track had to be kept level because a steep slope would cause the wheels of the train to slip.  For this reason tunnels, cuttings and embankments had to be made to keep the track level.  The diagram below shows how these problems were overcome and the effect they had on the countryside.

In order to build these tunnels, embankments, cuttings and bridges took a large work force both skilled and unskilled.  The unskilled workers were called navvies.  It was their job to do the digging and earth shifting.  They cut out rock, dug out cuttings and blasted out tunnels.  This was hard physical work and needed thousands of men, as there was no modern machinery to do it.  All the work was done using shovels, picks and wheelbarrows. Some of the navvies came from Ireland.

Employment on the railways.

	Year
	Navvies

working
	Miles of track in use
	Railway

employees

	1847

1850

1855

1860
	250,000

 60,000

 40,000

 55,000
	 3,000

 6,300

 8,100

10,200
	45,000

 60,000

100,000

125,000


The table below shows just how many people were employed both building and running the railways:

As more miles of track were laid many of the Navvies got jobs working on the railways.
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Every cutting and embankment was dug by hand!
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Source H: Terry Coleman, 1968

The building of the Woodhead Tunnel on the Manchester to Sheffield Railway claimed many casualties among the navvies.  Henry Pomfret, a surgeon, reported ’32 dead, 23 cases of compound fractures, 74 simple fractures and 140 cases of serious burns from the blasting”
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Source E: How  railway engineers overcame the shape of the land.
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Building a railway was a big undertaking.  As far as possible the track had to be kept level because a steep slope would cause the wheels of the train to slip.  For this reason tunnels, cuttings and embankments had to be made to keep the track level.  The diagram below shows how these problems were overcome and the effect they had on the countryside.
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The table below shows just how many people were employed both building and running the railways:
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Every cutting and embankment was dug by hand!
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Source H: Terry Coleman, 1968

The building of the Woodhead Tunnel on the Manchester to Sheffield Railway claimed many casualties among the navvies.  Henry Pomfret, a surgeon, reported ’32 dead, 23 cases of compound fractures, 74 simple fractures and 140 cases of serious burns from the blasting”
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The building of the railways had big impact or effect on Britain.  It created jobs, made goods cheaper, helped to spread information faster and changed the countryside in a way that neither the canals nor the new roads had ever been able to do.

Source A: Social and economic impact of the railways.
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The railways did not just create jobs in the railway industry, they also created jobs in the coal and iron industries.  They also helped to reduce the cost of transporting or moving goods from one place to another.  This in turn meant that the people who made these goods could sell them cheaper.  Once these goods became cheaper more people could afford to buy them so the people who made them had to make more of them, which created even more jobs.  This is shown in Sources B and C.

Source B: How the railways created more jobs, 1997
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The railways did just change the way goods were transported.  They changed the way people travelled about the country.  Instead of travelling on mail coaches people started to travel by train, which was not only cheaper but also faster.

Source E: Train Ticket
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Source D: Journey times from London, 1997
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Source C: Transport of goods by road and rail
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The new trains meant that for the first time, even poor people could travel long distances.  The working class started to make day trips to Blackpool, Scarborough, Whitby, Skegness and Brighton.  Some east coast villages grew into large seaside resorts because of the railway.

Train travel also encouraged people to read.  The railways also meant that national newspapers and letters could be taken anywhere in Britain and even delivered the next day.  People began to read the latest news about Parliament and the social reforms taking place.  This led to more and more people becoming interested in politics and led to a growth of political parties.
Source F: 1862
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Source G: Station Clock
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Source H: RJ Huggins, 1997.

The speed at which trains could travel also changed the food that people could eat.  Fresh eggs, milk and fish could be carried into the new industrial towns.  Fish and chips began to replace pigs’ trotters as a cheap working class supper!

Differences between different areas started to break down as people from different areas came into contact with each other. For example, local accents and dialects became less noticeable as people began to mix and talk to each other.

Railways also changed the time that people lived by!  Before the railways each part of the country had its own time, which was set for when the sun reached midday in their area. The further west you travelled you had to add 1 minute for every ten miles. When the railways were built this had to change as a number of train crashes were caused by trains running to different times.  Station clocks like the one in Source H began using London GMT time.  In 1880, Greenwich Mean Time became everyone’s time in Britain.

Sources I, J & K show how the village of Itchen Abbas in Hampshire changed as a consequence (result) of the railways.
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Source J: Map of Itchen Abbas, 1870
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Source K: Itchen Abbas - Birth Places of villagers - census returns 1861 and 1881

	Birth Place
	1861 

(Before railway)
	1881

(After railway)

	Born in Itchen Abbas
	92
	68

	Born elsewhere in Hampshire
	92
	105

	Born outside Hampshire
	30
	71

	Total Population
	214
	244


Source G: Building a railway, 1840
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Source G: A railway navvy, 1855.
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Source G: Building a railway, 1840
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A railway navvy, 1855.
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Source I: Itchen Abbas in 1830


�









Page 1
RJH 03


