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				Robert Beaumont grew up in Yorkshire and embarked on a career as a journalist while at Oxford University. He worked for twenty years at the Yorkshire Evening Press where he was named Feature Writer of the Year four times in the Yorkshire Newspaper Society Awards.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book

				George Hudson – the eponymous Railway King – started his career with a stroke of luck, inheriting £27,000 (a fortune in 1827) from a distant relative. He invested successfully in the North Midland Railway, then formed his own Midland Railway, raising £5 million and bribing MPs along the way. But from his glory in 1845 he fell into disgrace, admitting corruption and selling land he did not own. He was eventually imprisoned in York Castle and died a broken man in 1871.

				His story provides an excellent insight into nineteenth-century politics and industrial progress, full of moral dilemmas and a testimony to the growth of the railways in Britain.
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				Foreword

				Of very few Britons can it be said that the country would be a recognisably different place had they never lived, but George Hudson was such a man. The great Roman city of York might easily have become a minor (if beautiful) backwater had not Hudson made it the epicentre of the Northern railway system in the mid-nineteenth century, and the hub of his vast business empire.

				Railways ensured that for the first time in human history man could travel faster than on a galloping horse, and in half a generation they changed civilisation. History suddenly switched from a linear to an exponential progression. Transportation, urbanisation, business practice, property law, warfare, the development of the British Empire – everything was transformed and sped up by this Promethean invention. It was the Internet of its day, with if anything an even greater propensity to create and destroy great fortunes through speculation.

				That George Hudson employed extremely dubious – not to say downright crooked – financial techniques is undeniable; the profit and loss accounts and balance sheets in a Hudson prospectus ought to have been filed under Fiction in the libraries of the day, rather than providing the genesis of a new South Sea Bubble. Yet it should be remembered that over the fifteen years of ‘the Railway King’s’ reign Hudson also employed tens of thousands of labourers and laid hundreds of miles of virgin track.

				At one point George Hudson controlled one-third of the entire national track in the United Kingdom, an astonishing achievement from a largely self-made man. To appreciate the scale of his domination of the industry one might equate him with John D Rockefeller Sr in oil or Bill Gates in information technology. He pioneered the cause of cheap, fast and relatively safe freight and personnel travel, which in its turn had incalculable effects on first the British and then the whole world’s economy.

				In this important and thought-provoking work – based on a good deal of painstaking primary research – the author poses the central question: was Hudson ‘one of the greatest Englishmen of the nineteenth century, or a fraudster on a gigantic scale’? I believe that this book shows that it was clearly perfectly possible for him to have been both.

				Few authors could be better qualified that Mr Beaumont to write this book about the most controversial Yorkshireman after Geoffrey Boycott. A son of the county himself, born in Wakefield and living in Boroughbridge, Robert Beaumont is an accomplished writer who worked for the Yorkshire Evening Press between 1977 and 1998, becoming assistant editor and an award-winning campaigning journalist and feature writer in the process. Thus in his quest to have the city of York finally recognise George Hudson for what he did for it, Beaumont speaks with a proud and authentic Yorkshire voice.

				For it is perhaps unfair of us today to judge George Hudson by the ethical criteria of the early twenty-first century, rather than by those of his own day. It is hard to escape the conclusion that he was brought down more by his inability to guarantee everlasting 10 per cent dividends than by shock at his business ethics and habit of printing and selling shares without letting on what he was doing. Modern joint-stock capitalism had to adapt very quickly to the breakneck technological advances of the mid-nineteenth century, and Hudson was part of that process. Although Hudson massively overstretched his business empire and came to (perhaps well deserved) grief eventually, he was never actually prosecuted for any illegalities.

				This is a human interest story as much as an investigation into the politics and business ethics of railway-building in its heyday. It is the Icarian tale of a man who flew too high and sensationally crashed earthwards. So powerful a cautionary account was it that Anthony Trollope adapted the Hudson experience only very slightly when he created the character Augustus Melmotte in The Way We Live Now. At the time of the suicide of Robert Maxwell, Hudson’s name was also regularly invoked as an historical precursor for the swindling ‘Captain Bob’, but although there are certain superficial similarities between the two men this book seeks to acquit Hudson of the worst wrongdoing. He was certainly not as bad a man as Thomas Carlyle and Lord Macaulay painted him, let alone the modern historian who has equated him with Dr Crippen!

				This book certainly does not eschew controversy, as the coverage in Chapter 18 of Hudson’s historiography amply proves. When writing about so contentious a figure, and one who has already been the subject of a number of biographies, such a combative stance is no bad thing. Mr Beaumont’s book is a passionate yet meticulously researched work of genuine scholarship, as well as an exciting tale of a man who, for all his lack of scruples, was essentially a creator rather than – as were so many of his detractors and critics – a destroyer.

				If there is a moral to this book – other than the obvious one that dividends should be paid from revenue not capital – it is that our world was made by rogues as much as by angels, and is none the worse for it.

				Andrew Roberts
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				INTRODUCTION

				A Life Less 
Ordinary

				The great end of life is not knowledge, but action

				T. H. Huxley

				George Hudson could have walked straight out of the pages of a Charles Dickens novel, although Dickens – who prided himself on his realism – might have baulked at incorporating some of the more bizarre twists and turns of Hudson’s extraordinary life into one of his books.

				Even by the standards of the nineteenth century, when the consequences of the industrial revolution and the rise of the middle classes turned established society upside down, George Hudson led a turbulent and mould-breaking existence. Thrown out of his North Yorkshire village when he was only fifteen, for fathering an illegitimate child, he inherited £30,000 in the most dubious of circumstances twelve years later. That enabled him to reinvent himself as the Railway King and become, at the height of his fame and fortune, one of the very richest men in England.

				 He made his money by forming his own railway companies and, in 1845, he was able to buy the Londesborough estate in East Yorkshire for £500,000. That was a huge amount of money in early Victorian Britain. By 1848 he controlled nearly a third of Britain’s rail network and was a leading Conservative member in the House of Commons.

				His fall was as spectacular as his rise, ending in a debtors’ prison and then in France, forlorn and penniless, dependent on his few remaining friends to keep him alive. He died a broken man and was buried only a couple of miles away from his birthplace. The wheel had turned full circle, but within that circle lies a journey of epic and tragic proportions.

				Inevitably, these bald facts (a touch of bastardy here, a little fraud there, a spell in prison here and heartbreaking exile there) merely hint at the mercurial life that Hudson first enjoyed and then endured. It epitomised the possibilities and the pitfalls of one of the most exciting eras in British history.

				George Hudson was a mass of contradictions: immensely hard-working, yet dangerously self-indulgent; tremendously generous, yet a purveyor of the sharpest financial practices; poorly educated and roughly spoken, but a quick-witted visionary; and unbearably arrogant, yet strangely humble at the end. He was a highly complex individual, whose character mixed both the grander and the baser elements of human nature in equal measure.

				Most commentators have failed to understand, let alone look beyond, these contradictions, preferring to attack George Hudson for his financial sharp practice, his ostentatious display of wealth and his boorish manners. The city of York, busily rewriting history, has tried to remove all trace of the Railway King from its civic annals. York, it appears, has conveniently forgotten that it owes its position as the railway capital of the north primarily to Hudson.

				Today the city’s ugliest street, a nasty little road which runs from a dingy bus station to a derelict supermarket, carries his name, while a statue of his great enemy George Leeman dominates the station complex. That bears scant relation to the two men’s differing legacies to their city.

				It is debatable whether Hudson would have minded about all the opprobrium that has been heaped upon his head since he died. After all, he had suffered enough abuse when he was alive. Thomas Carlyle, most probably motivated by snobbery, wrote with typically extravagant rhetoric on Hudson’s fall:

				This big swollen gambler . . . who, in his insatiable greed and bottomless atrocity, had led multitudes to go in the ways of gilded human baseness, seeking temporary profit where only eternal loss was possible.

				Charles Dickens, meanwhile, was equally scathing:

				I find a burning disgust arising in my mind – a sort of morbid canker of the most frightful description – against Mister Hudson. His position seems to be such a monstrous one. There are some dogs who can’t endure one particular note on the piano. In like manner I feel disposed to throw up my head and howl whenever I hear Mr Hudson mentioned.

				And Lord Macaulay, the great Whig historian, likened Hudson to ‘Mammon and Belial rolled into one’ and called him ‘a bloated, vulgar, insolent, purse-proud, greedy, drunken blackguard’.

				Well, the Railway King was a Tory – the greatest sin in the world in Macaulay’s eyes.

				Clearly George Hudson was no saint. But he did not deserve these vitriol-drenched assessments by men who did not fully understand his achievements – or his genius.

				Hudson was a man of the spoken, not the written, word; so he never availed himself either of letters or diaries to put his own case.

				Indeed, it was left to William Gladstone, not one of Hudson’s greatest supporters, to give a much more balanced appraisal of his talents, writing, ‘He was no mere speculator, but a projector of great discernment, courage and rich enterprise’.

				The London Evening Standard, in 1846 at the height of his fame, was more forthcoming:

				Two hundred thousand well-paid labourers, representing, as heads of families, nearly one million men, women and children, all feasting through the bold enterprise of one man . . . Let us hear what man, or class of men, ever before did so much for the population of a country?

				The Times, too, paid handsome tribute to the Railway King on his death in the late autumn of 1871:

				There was a time when not to know George Hudson was to argue oneself unknown; now he is only a tradition. He was a man who united largeness of view with wonderful speculative courage. He went in for bigger things than anyone else and, for two or three years, he was looked upon as having the key to untold treasures.

				A drunken blackguard or a courageous speculator? A swollen gambler or an inspired visionary? Well, as the story of Hudson’s amazing life unfolds, the reader must decide.

				Whatever the conclusion, though, there is no doubt that George Hudson played a crucial part in the industrial and commercial development of Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century and left an indelible imprint on the history of this country’s railway network.

				Today George Hudson’s grave lies, neglected and overgrown, in a corner of an unkempt graveyard at Scrayingham, near Malton, in North Yorkshire. One might suppose, gazing at this sad memorial, that Hudson’s reputation and legacy had likewise fallen into permanent disrepair.

				But then the faint and eerie hooting of a train in the distance, on Hudson’s beloved York to Scarborough line, acts as an eloquent and timely reminder of the Railway King’s achievements. It is, metaphorically at least, the sound of George Hudson having the last laugh.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER ONE

				A Troubled 
Country Boy

				The childhood shows the man, as morning shows the day

				John Milton, Paradise Regained

				George Hudson was born in the picturesque Yorkshire village of Howsham, on the eastern bank of the River Derwent, on 10 March 1800. Today Howsham, with its quaint cottages and gently undulating main street, is a highly desirable commuter village. In 1800 it was home to a comparatively wealthy farming community, with the large Hudson family at its heart.

				There could not have been a greater contrast between the peaceful, pastoral environment into which young George was born and the turbulent life he was to lead. It was to take him only fifteen years to bid farewell to Howsham – and he did so in some style and controversy. After all, not many fifteen-year-olds get drummed out of their community for fathering an illegitimate child.

				There has been some debate over the exact nature of Hudson’s social origins. When he was an MP in the 1840s, George Hudson was frequently lampooned for his Yorkshire accent and his loose grasp of the niceties of the English language. But he was far removed from a country bumpkin, for the Hudsons were a prominent and relatively affluent family in the social world of Howsham and beyond.

				Father John held the glorious title of ‘High Constable of the Wapentake of Buckrose’, which meant he carried administrative duties in the district, giving him a certain social cachet among his peers. He farmed land at nearby Scrayingham and Leavening, as well as at Howsham, and it was naturally assumed that George himself, the fifth of six sons, would inherit some of his father’s lands when he came of age. Fate, however, intervened.

				By the time he was eight, both his parents were dead. Mother Elizabeth, perhaps worn out by bearing ten children in seventeen years, died in 1806 when she was just thirty-eight, while father John passed away two years later. Luckily George’s elder brothers John and William were old enough – and William sensible enough – to look after the Hudson brood.

				Yet the lack of parental supervision, combined with the absence of a formal education, were to have a strong influence on the adolescent George. He grew up quickly, learning to trust his own instincts and to be dependent upon nobody but himself. He despised learning for learning’s sake and was contemptuous of anyone who could not, or did not, turn their education into money.

				The details of George’s own education are sketchy. There was no record of a village school at Howsham in the early nineteenth century and it is unlikely that the Hudson family set much store by formal tuition. They would have been more concerned that George grew up knowing how to farm. But a contemporary report suggests that the young boy had a good mathematical brain. He certainly used that brain to great effect in later life.

				Hudson’s first and most accomplished biographer, Richard S. Lambert, in his The Railway King: A Study of George Hudson and the Business Morals of His Time, shrewdly points out that George always retained a yeoman farmer’s outlook on life:

				All through the ups and downs of his giddy career, in politics and in transport, George Hudson remained at heart the farmer’s boy, racy, of the soil, coarse-grained and with a constitution as tough as the roots of an old tree. And his outlook – even when the view was railways – was that of a shrewd peasant.

				He quickly realised that farming in the early nineteenth century, as it is today, was a precarious business and was subject to a whole series of unpredictable outside forces. A period of severe agricultural depression, in which the price of wheat fell through the floor, ruined many farmers at the end of the debilitating Napoleonic wars in 1815 and it became apparent to George that the town might offer more to him than the country.

				In any case, the sudden death of John Hudson had thrown the family finances into chaos. There is some dispute as to how much money, if any, Hudson senior left, but it was probably not enough to keep George, together with all his brothers, gainfully employed on the farm. The historic, bustling city of York, just ten miles down the road, must have looked an attractive proposition to a young man of ambition and vision.

				At this juncture fate took another hand, as it was to do quite regularly in his topsy-turvy life. An entry in the Howsham Poor Book for 1815–16 reads: ‘Received of George Hudson for Bastardy, 12s 6d’.

				Unfortunately, the Howsham Poor Book gives nothing else away. Who was the mother of this child? How old was she? Did the child survive childbirth? Did mother and child continue to live in Howsham? And, crucially, is there a whole illegitimate branch of the Hudson dynasty living in Yorkshire – or further afield – today? It is unlikely we shall ever know.

				Hudson himself never alluded to this ‘bastardy episode’ in later life. Indeed he liked to maintain that he left Howsham for York when he was only thirteen, discreetly drawing a veil over the unsavoury incident. In the House of Commons, for example, in 1845, he claimed he had lived in York for thirty-two years – and no one had either the information, or the inclination, to dispute this.

				There were other reasons, too, why young George might have wanted to leave Howsham. His eldest sister Philadelphia died in 1815, aged only twenty-one, and there are strong suggestions that his eldest brother John buckled under the pressure of being head of such a large family at such a young age. Indeed, John did not last long in the office of the Chief Constable of the Division of Buckrose, as he was often ‘unsteady on his feet’. Brother William succeeded him and held the post, without incident, for more than fifty years.

				The death of George’s father, mother and eldest sister in quick succession, coupled with his eldest brother’s excessive drinking and the family’s flagging financial fortunes, all combined to create a pressurised household. No wonder his eyes strayed to York, especially after fathering an illegitimate child.

				The pretty village of Howsham, which had promised so much when George was born in 1800, had nothing more to offer him. He needed a bigger stage, a happy family of his own making and a career to test his undoubted talents. York would provide all three – and much more besides.

				The succession of disasters which struck the Hudsons made George’s formative years a difficult and testing time. In retrospect, though, they equipped him to cope with all the challenges that life presents – and it is extremely significant that he bore his later misfortunes with humility and stoicism. He had been there before.

				It was highly appropriate, and symbolic, that George Hudson was born in the opening year of the nineteenth century. For this was a century destined to be full of innovation and revolution, and George’s winning combination of talent, hard work and vision, plus a little luck, would enable him to take advantage of the unique opportunities provided by the Victorian era. It was only when his vision became clouded by extraordinary wealth, and his luck ran out, that the Hudson train careered off the rails.

				In 1815, however, the train was just pulling out of the station.
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