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‘I see that man has bought a British Railways pie. Must be a stranger around here.’

Character in British sit-com, Oh, Doctor Beeching! (1997)




‘Sweeping changes will be needed. Effort and sacrifices will be required from all.’

Ministry of Transport report (1963) which led to the Beeching report



Sweeping changes. They have happened in every era of history. But some are more sweeping than others. Changes so dramatic they have their own memorable dates which must be forcibly etched into the memories of suffering school kids. You know the sort of thing …
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	AD 410

	The Barbarians invade Rome and the Roman Empire crumbles. (Not really that simple but good enough for school textbooks.)




	1066

	William the Conqueror and his Normans invade England and have a power base for Crusades that will divide the world to this day.




	1349

	The Black Death sweeps away rats and humans alike.* Surviving peasants are a rare commodity and people-power is on the rise.




	1485

	Richard III is defeated at Bosworth with the last great charge of knights on a battlefield – guns will defeat lances. And the murderous Tudor family will rule and bring in religious reformation.




	1825

	The Stockton and Darlington Railway becomes the first steam railway in the world to carry passengers. Stagecoach companies will never be the same again. Seaside towns will thrive and human beings will find inventive new ways to die.
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What drives the changes? In the Roman Empire it was a thirst for ‘Power’. The Normans were seeking ‘Glory’. The Peasants’ Revolt was about ‘Justice’ and the Wars of the Roses back to the ‘Power’ thing again. The railway revolution? ‘Greed.’

The spidery sprawl of lines on a map were mapped by men in pursuit of money. Those lines may as well have been drawn in blood because the cost in human mortality was considerable. And the cost in human morality was enormous too. In the pursuit of the great god gold the railway builders didn’t worry about cheating and lying, using and abusing, betraying and stealing. Stealing ideas was the railroad to riches.


‘Capital isn’t that important in business. Experience isn’t that important. You can get both of these things. What is important is ideas.’

Harvey Samuel Firestone (1868–1938), American tyre manufacturer



There were winners and losers … and winners who ended up losers. There were those who lost bank balances and homes and those who lost their lives.

What sort of miseries did Victoria’s railway people suffer? What dangerous days did they have to withstand so we can now get from London to Edinburgh in three hours and forty minutes?

I’m glad you asked …
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Richard Trevithick’s engine

 

* Yes, the poor rats suffered too. They get the blame for the plague but it was the fleas that carried the disease. When an infected rat died, the flea – with no palate for cold blood – hopped onto another passing creature, like a human being. It’s time some revisionist historian campaigned to restore the reputation of dear rattus rattus.
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