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by Jack Simmons 

A survey of transport facilities in Leicestershire from 1814, when canal 
communication with London was established, through the stage-coaching 
age to the near-completion of the County's railways and the introduction of 
trams into Leicester itself. Quite new evidence is offered here of the 
business at many individual railway stations. 

i 

People often talk about a 'transport system' in some country, or in a district or a town. 
But when they do they seldom mean just what they say. For the essence of a system is 
that it should be systematic, planned carefully with the intention of making its parts fit 
together, one element complementing another. No organisation of that sort, applied to 
public transport as a whole, has ever been carried into effect in Britain. Indeed, only 
three really bold attempts have ever been made there, either to construct a network of 
communications in accordance with a carefully-considered plan or to bring a 
haphazardly-planned network under one centralised control, with a view to moulding 
it into something coherent that might become a system in the course of time. 

The first of these efforts, for the building of new roads and bridges in the Highlands 
of Scotland, was carried through in 1803-21 with success, 1 though the Caledonian 
Canal, which was linked with it, proved a failure. The second formed the main 
purpose in the creation of the London Passenger Transport Board in 1933, merging 
together almost all the capital's underground railways and bus and tramway 
undertakings. But the Board had to work within some existing arrangements that 
continued as before - the control of streets by local authorities, for example; it had very 
little to do with goods traffic, nothing at all with transport on the Thames; and the 
very numerous lines of railway that still ran into London and belonged to the large 
private companies were kept outside its jurisdiction. It represented the start of a 
promising experiment. But it had a short life, for it was stopped in its evolution by the 
war of 1939-45 and then swept under the aegis of the new British Transport 
Commission when the railways were nationalised in 1947. The British Transport 
Commission itself represented the third of these efforts, and much the greatest. But it 
lasted only from 1948 to 1962. 2 The subsequent misfortunes that the transport 
arrangements of London have suffered at the hands of politicians leave the great city 

1. See A. R. B. Haldane, New ways through the glens: Highland road, bridge and canal makers of the early 
nineteenth century. Colonsay: House of Lochar, 1962. 

2. See T. C. Barker and M. Robbins, A history of London Transport: passenger travel and the development of 
the metropolis, 2 vols., 2, pp.270-311, 334-58. London: Allen and Unwin for the London Transport 
Executive, 197 4. 
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and its suburbs much further now from having a transport system, in the proper sense 
of the phrase, than they were half a century ago. 

Since there has been so little coherent planning of transport facilities on the part of 
government in Britain, local or national, it is not surprising that the history of 
transport has usually been split up, to be written in terms of individual undertakings, 
or types of undertaking, by road, water, rail or air. 

This may well be inevitable when the subject is being treated on a broad front, for 
Great Britain as a whole, and it is the method followed in all the good general histories 
published in recent years. But is it essential when the scope of the inquiry is reduced to 
a single district or county, perhaps even to one town, where the doings of the people 
that are being scrutinised are on a much smaller scale? Cannot some further effort be 
made to consider transport as a whole, the conveyance of people and their goods by 
public means, offered to anyone able to pay for it; the needs it was designed to meet, 
the total quantity of movement generated, by all forms of transport, considered 
together? 

The Victoria County History has given separate treatment to transport in 
Leicestershire, Staffordshire, and Wiltshire, as well as in five towns: Birmingham, 
Coventry, Hull, Oxford, and York: all this work published since 1955. The discussions 
there are based on the traditional division into the modes of conveyance. Nowhere in 
any of these accounts has an effort been made to knit such inquiries together by a 
consideration of transport facilities in a whole county, treated as a piece of general 
history, of the movement that took place within it.3 

Here is an essay on that movement, confined to a single English county4 in these 
terms, within a period of little more than 60 years, when the means of transport 
underwent what must, at least at first sight, look like a revolution. The means are all 
treated separately, in the usual way. But I have attempted to supply cross-reference 
between them to show why one succeeded and another failed, with some attention to 
the effects that these successes and failures had on the life and business of the county. 
I do not claim to have suggested much in the way of new methods of handling the 
information that is available; but I have used some evidence that has not been brought 
into the service of this study before, and a few of the questions I have posed do not 
seem to have been generally asked by earlier transport historians - or if they have been 
asked, they cannot be said to have been satisfactorily answered. 

ii 

Leicestershire is very suitable for this purpose, for several reasons. It was one of the 
smaller counties of England, measuring roughly 40 miles across in both directions . Its 
main transport network formed a Y, based on the valleys of two rivers, the Soar and its 
tributary the Wreak, with a southward extension across the uplands into 
Northamptonshire. Leicester, its capital, was by a long way its largest and most 

3. This paper owes much to the VCH: Leicestershire, 2; together with E. C . R. Hadfield, The canals of the 
East Midlands . Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1966; P . A. Stevens, The Leicester Line: a history of 
the Old Union and Grand Union Canals. Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1972. 

4. The county treated here is the old county, as it was in 1880. In 1974 it was enlarged by the 
addition of the very small county of Rutland, to form the new county that is known as 
'Leicestershire ' today. I may perhaps add here a reference to those maps of Leicestershire that are 
of particular value for this period: that in Pigat & Go's British Atlas (1840, reprinted 1990); the first 
edition of the one-inch Ordnance Survey map (sheets 42-4 in the David & Charles reprint, 1824-
35, with some later additions) , and The Reduced Ordnance Survey around Leicester (Birmingham: 
G. Richmond, c. 1895). 
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important town and it stood close to the county's centre, as a good many county towns 
did not - Taunton, for instance, Oxford, Carlisle. That made it the chief point at 
which the main lines of communication naturally and conveniently met. Moreover, at 
least for the past 200 years the general economic and social character of the county has 
been constant, and that too corresponds to a physical division. The River Soar, on 
which Leicester was built, ran northwards through the middle of the county on a 
gently - curving line close to the main geological division between the jurassic rock 
formation on the east and the triassic on the west. The economy of the eastern half of 
the county became almost entirely agricultural. In the Soar valley, however, and to the 
west of it many of the villages developed a partly industrial character, where they took 
in work from the hosiery manufacturers of Leicester, Loughborough, and Hinckley; 
and the north-western corner of the county, round Ashby-de-la-Zouch, depended 
largely for its livelihood on quarrying and coal-mining. Over most of Leicestershire 
communications have always had a certain natural closeness of their own, forming a 
compact little network. 

This study begins just before the year 1820, when the business of the horse
drawn coaches was rising to the highest point of its prosperity, which lasted for only 
20 years before it was toppled down by the railways. It ends in 1879-80, when east 
Leicestershire, which the railways had hitherto served very sparsely, began to secure 
the assistance and comforts they could offer it. Within these 60 years we can see 
revolutionary changes in some of the means of transport within the county. What 
differences did they bring to the life and work of its inhabitants? 

iii 

Rivers provided Leicestershire with its natural main highways of communication: 
the Soar and the Wreak; the Welland, which skirted the county's south-eastern 
boundary. No effective attempt to render any of them navigable was made until late 
in the eighteenth century. The Soar was then improved by the Loughborough 
Navigation, from that town to its confluence with the Trent, and then upstream to 
Leicester. This work extended from 1776 to 1794. At the same time a branch was 
taken into the Leicester Navigation from the collieries to the west, using both 
canals and horse-worked railways. That however failed, and the collieries had to 
find their main outlets by way of the Trent or of the Ashby-de-la-Zouch Canal, 
running through west Leicestershire, which was built with much difficulty in 1794-
1804. The Wreak was made navigable to Melton Mowbray in 1791-7 and in 1803 a 
canal was finished eastwards from Melton to Oakham. 

So, within a space of less than 30 years, the water transport of Leicestershire was 
greatly improved. But there were no more rivers that could conveniently be made 
navigable: the Soar was unsuited to this treatment above Leicester, and though 
plans to improve the upper Welland were sometimes discussed, even as late as 
1823, nothing came of them. It was already desirable that water communication 
should be extended from Leicester to London. The Leicestershire and 
Northamptonshire Union Canal (later known as "the Old Union"), incorporated 
for this purpose, began construction in 1793 but stuck at Debdale Wharf, after 16 
miles had been built, in 1 797 and did not reach Market Harborough until 1809. Its 
line was then continued by another company from Foxton to join up with the 
existing Grand Junction Canal, which provided through water communication with 
London at last. This extension was completed in 1814. 
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The business of these canals was entirely with the carriage of heavy goods, 
minerals, stone, and general merchandise; none of those in Leicestershire ever 
provided a regular service for passengers. And all of them set their sights chiefly on 
long-distance traffic . 

The Loughborough and Leicester Navigations and the Old Union Canal 
contributed together more than one-third of the length of line joining the Thames with 
the great Trent and Mersey Canal, which was as important to the national economy in 
the distribution of heavy goods as the road that ran northwards through Leicester was 
in the carriage of passengers. The Navigations' ability to handle that business ensured 
them the conveyance of a steady trade throughout the year, passing between the north 
and the south of the county. They helped to generate new commerce in the 
distribution of goods manufactured or produced in Leicestershire: the textiles made in 
the Soar valley and, among other local specialities, road stone from quarries on the 
eastern side of Charnwood Forest. Chippings of it, apparently from Mountsorrel, 
began to be tried out by the trustees of the Market Harborough-Loughborough 
turnpike as a metal for surfacing their road, perhaps as early as 1789.5 The experiment 
succeeding, a profitable trade came to be developed in this stone and in the Groby 
granite found not far away, to be used both for this purpose and for kerb-stones in 
London and elsewhere. It was conveyed up there without difficulty by the chain of 
canals. 

One of the Leicestershire water transport undertakings, the Loughborough 
Navigation, grew outstandingly prosperous to its shareholders. Indeed its shares may 
well have formed the most lucrative investment that was to be had in any canal, lasting 
over a long period of time, in England. The price of each original share was set in 
1776 at £142 . Before the Loughborough Navigation came to be threatened by 
railways, one of these shares is said to have been sold for as much as £4800; in 1828 
they could fetch £3850. The dividend paid on shares was at the rate of about 100 per 
cent in 1829. It was no less remarkable that when railways were well established and 
the charges made by the Navigation to its users had been cut to one-eighth of what 
they had formerly been, the dividend was still 7 4 per cent in 184 7 . This quite 
exceptional profitability has never been completely accounted for, though it seems to 
have been due mainly to the ease and cheapness of the canal's construction, coupled 
with the very large volume of business poured on to it by the others with which it was 
connected. 

The Leicester Navigation also became a profitable concern in a much more modest 
way, paying dividends at the annual rate of 11 per cent over the years 1821-32, and 
the Wreak Navigation paid 10 per cent in the 1830s. On the other hand the Ashby 
Canal, carrying a heavy burden of indebtedness incurred by its difficult, slow 
construction, did miserably in financial terms. In 1825 a £100 share fetched no more 
than £ 15 in the market. Anybody investing in the enterprise at the time of its 
incorporation in 1794 had to wait until 1828 before he received his first dividend - and 
then it was at the wretchedly low rate of 2 per cent. 

There does not appear to be much evidence of the use made of these waterways 
for local traffic serving Leicestershire itself. Although it was never among the prime 
objectives of any of the companies to foster that sort of business, a fair amount of it 
came their way indirectly, and when it did it was of course seldom declined. Few 
accounts of business done at individual wharves seem to have survived, but some for 

5. P. Russell, A Leicestershire road. Leicester: E. Backus, 1934. 
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the Old Union Canal are extant from 1843 onwards,6 and they show that the long
distance through traffic was very much more lucrative than that which was generated 
locally. In 1847 the receipts from through traffic were more than four times as large 
as those from the wharves at Kilby Bridge, Debdale, Great Bowden, and Market 
Harborough combined. The company offered some reductions in the rates that were 
charged on coal passing along it to the south, but it did not allow them on any of it 
that was handled at the local wharves . In 1841 the legality of this practice was 
challenged in the courts by coal traders at Market Harborough, but their arguments 
did not succeed. 

So the canals were valuable to Leicestershire primarily as carriers of heavy goods: 
raw materials brought into it and taken out, manufactures dispatched to the big 
English markets and even overseas. A considerably larger share in improving 
communications within the county was taken by its roads. 

iv 

There were seven principal roads leading through the centre of Leicester itself, or 
starting from it to radiate out in every direction. Each of them had been placed in the 
hands of a turnpike trust, which had been set up by its own Act of Parliament and 
was charged with the care and improvement of its road, to be paid for out of a 
revenue raised partly by loans and partly by the income derived from the tolls it was 
empowered to levy on those whose vehicles travelled along it. None of the 
Leicestershire trusts had any very extensive piece of road to manage. The longest 
stretch controlled by one trust alone was the 26 miles of the one from Market 
Harborough to Loughborough (part of the A6 today). The same trust was the only 
one of them responsible for a single continuous stretch of road passing through 
Leicester itself. Each of the other six trusts was concerned with one that started out 
from the town. 

Leicester and the Soar valley were thus placed on good routes of land 
communication. The county was also reached by two other important roads at its 
outer edges. The Roman one known as Watling Street (now the AS) served as its 
boundary with Warwickshire for nearly 20 miles. The use of this road declined during 
the coaching age, when the improved Holyhead road came to take most of its 
business by routes that served Birmingham and other important places further to the 
south. In 1836 it seems that it was traversed by only two long-distance coaches, both 
running between London and Liverpool. 7 The eastern side of the county was crossed 
diagonally by one road that carried services from London through Stamford and 
Melton Mowbray to Nottingham. 

Communication both by land and by water was at its worst between Leicester and 
the industrial north-west of the county. There was a mail-coach service to Burton-on 
Trent (over what is now the ASO), taking in the newly-established town of Coalville 
and the old one of Ashby, which had a coach service of its own to Loughborough as 
well. That was all the public passenger transport offered here in the 1820s, except 
what was provided by the village carriers, whose work will be spoken of presently. 

The task of setting up the chief Leicestershire turnpike trusts had been carried 
through very early. With two exceptions, all of them had been established by 1765. 

6. See Stevens, as n .3, pp.85-6. 
7. A. Bates, Directory of stage coach services, I 836, pp.32, 74. Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1969. 
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The pattern of administration that the first trusts formed seems to have become 
accepted as a sound one here, requiring no substantial modification, nor any large 
additional provision to supplement it. 

In the later coaching age the Leicestershire trusts were more prosperous than those 
of nearly all the adjoining counties. From the point of view of those who made use of 
the roads, as travellers or for the carriage of goods, the most satisfactory criterion for 
judging the trusts' financial policy, comparing one of them with another, must have 
been the proportion of their income (derived from the tolls they took) that was 
devoted to improving the roads. Here the Leicestershire trusts came out ahead of all 
those of the neighbouring counties - if we except the minute Rutland, which had only 
four little trusts within its borders and was not in this matter truly comparable with 
any of the other counties in England. In 1837 the Leicestershire trusts laid out almost 
three-quarters of their income on repairs and maintenance, in sharp contrast with 
those in Derbyshire for example, which spent less than half their income in that way; 
as much as 40 per cent of the Derbyshire trusts' income had to go in paying interest 
on the money they had borrowed. 8 The Leicestershire trustees may possibly have 
been rather more assiduous in the discharge of their duties than some of their 
neighbours, and they certainly employed some efficient servants, like William Parsons, 
Surveyor of the Harborough-Loughborough road. But it has also to be remembered 
that this was one of the two counties that stood at the very centre of England, together 
with the adjacent Warwickshire; and the trusts of Warwickshire were about equaHy 
prosperous at the close of the coaching age. The through traffic in both counties, 
passing in every direction, was heavy and important, yielding a good income from the 
tolls it paid, and so making it worth while for the trustees to spend as much as they 
could on repairing the roads they controlled, and on their improvement. 

The turnpike roads demand the fullest attention here, for they were the equivalent 
of what in the twentieth century came to be described as the 'A' roads, and the coach 
services that have been mentioned used them and no others. But there were a large 
number of other roads, now designated 'B' and 'unclassified', and these were in the 
charge of local highway authorities, most of them based on the parishes through which 
they ran. Their repair and maintenance was paid for out of rates levied on the 
parishioners. None of that expense was borne by those who made use of them, for they 
paid no tolls. 

The condition of these roads varied greatly, in accordance both with the geology of 
the country they traversed and with the energy of the local authorities responsible for 
them and of the surveyors employed. These highways, and those who managed them, 
were often spoken of in the coaching age with contempt, and many of them were 
indeed poorly laid out and maintained. Yet these local authorities remained in being 
when, in the late Victorian age, the turnpike trusts decayed and were abolished, and it 
was they - not the trusts - that came in the end to form the basis of modern English 
road administration. 

The minor roads were never used by the coaches, in Leicestershire at least. Coach 
proprietors grudged the tolls they had to pay on the turnpikes, but they stuck to them 
because they were on the whole better organised and repaired, and therefore much 
better suited to the fast running that all coaching men wanted to achieve, and to rely 
upon. Nevertheless, the by-roads did carry a great deal of public transport, both of 
passengers and of goods. That was in the hands of the rural carriers: local men - and 

8. W . Albert, The turnpike road system in England, 1663-1840, appendix F . London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1972. 
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sometimes women - who with their horses and carts offered regular services, one a 
week or more all the year round. Their work was always important throughout 
Leicestershire during the nineteenth century. Alan Everitt was the first historian to 
perceive that, and to demonstrate it in detail, in a study devoted to Leicestershire 
alone.9 

V 

The carriers of goods originated in the medieval pedlars. With the improvement of the 
roads in the second half of the sixteenth century they came to operate over longer 
distances, many of them becoming bagmen, using packhorses. By 1673 their services 
justified John Taylor, a carrier himself, in producing his Carrier's Cosmology, a very 
substantial directory of all those starting out from London. 

From its central position, Leicester became the hub of most of these services within 
the county. By 1846 they were setting out, usually from inns, to reach 170 places -
towns, villages, hamlets - inside Leicestershire. 10 Many were by now using much larger 
carts and wagons . They conveyed passengers as well as goods. Together with the 
postmen delivering the mail, they constituted the chief means of communications 
between the rural population and the world outside. 

The work of the carriers was never regulated by any special legislation, but it fell 
within the scope of the Carriers Act of 1830, which authorised them to make special 
charges for the conveyance of goods of high value and rendered them liable for any 
loss or damage to such articles in transit. The local carriers' services were highly 
individual in character. There are no signs of any combinations like those that 
controlled so much of the running of the stage coaches. The inns afforded space for 
their horses and carts, as well as convenient rendezvous for passengers, recouping 
themselves out of the eating and drinking that went on among the carriers and all who 
did business with them. 

C. N. Wright's Commercial and General Directory of Leicester and fifteen miles round 
(1884 edition), carefully analysed in Everitt's essay, shows us that there were some 400 
carriers whose services linked Leicester with about 200 places within the county. Some 
of them ran on several days in every week. Three of the carriers listed here were 
women: a smaller number than those in Herefordshire and some other counties. 
Throughout the nineteenth century these services remained an important and 
dependable part of the provision of transport in Leicestershire, little touched by social 
change or any new technology. 

vi 

The first railways in Leicestershire were built as feeders to canals. With one exception, 
they were all in the north-western part of the county, and they were designed to carry 
coal, lime, and stone. The earliest were those provided in the 1790s to serve the 
Leicester Navigation, and the Ashby Canal, opened in 1794-1802. The only line of this 
sort laid down in any other part of the county was at its north-eastern tip, running up 
from the Grantham Canal to convey coal and other commodities into Belvoir Castle -

9. A. M . Everitt, Perspectives in English urban history, chapter 8. London: Macmillan, 1973. My account 
of the carriers is based mainly on this chapter. 

10. W. White, History, gazetteer, and directory of Leicestershire, and the small county of Rutland: together with 
the adjacent towns of Grantham & Stamford, pp.205- 8. Sheffield: Printed for the author, by R. Leader, 
1846. 
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surely the first example anywhere of a railway harnessed to serve an aristocratic palace. 
All these lines were worked by horses and conveyed freight traffic only. If any of them 
carried passengers, they were either trespassing or they were friends of those. who 
worked the line, given lifts as an informal kindness and travelling at their own risk. 

The first railway in the county - indeed in the whole English Midlands - that was 
designed to be worked by mechanical traction and to carry passengers as well as goods 
was the Leicester and Swannington, projected in 1828-30. 11 Its purpose was to link 
the Leicestershire coalfield with Leicester itself and the trunk waterway that passed 
through it. The work was carried out with the advice and support of George 
Stephenson, and his son Robert was appointed its engineer. It cost a good deal more 
than had been estimated. The share capital fixed by the company's first Act of 1830 
was £90,000, and that had to be increased by two further issues in 1833 and 1837 to 
£140,000. However, the work was on the whole very soundly done, and the original 
promoters had good reason to be satisfied with it. 

The Midland Counties Railway (opened in 1840), affording a through railway route 
from Derby, Nottingham and Leicester to London via Rugby, had the effect of closing 
down the stage-coach services on the old trunk road almost at once.12 It was the same 
when the line was opened from Syston to Peterborough, in 1846-8. 

The advertisements of coach services affected by the opening of new railways 
disappeared in silence from the local newspapers: that was all. Elsewhere in England 
some attempts were made by coach proprietors to keep their services going after a 
railway was opened, or here and there to revive one after it had been withdrawn; and if 
a railway station was situated in some inaccessible part of a town a coach might still 
retain a footing. Nothing at all like that seems to have occurred in Leicestershire. None 
of the railway stations was inconveniently remote from the centres; the two in 
Leicester were placed quite acceptably. The only important railway journey that had to 
be made in a roundabout fashion was that between Leicester and Birmingham (by way 
of Rugby). But the road journey, via Coventry, was indirect too, and the superior 
speed of the train made it useless to keep on the coach service. From Melton Mowbray 
to Nottingham it was twice as far by the railway, changing at Syston, than it was on the 
coach, running straight over the wolds. There might have been competition here, but 
the amount of daily business was plainly insufficient to keep a coach service going, and 
it too slipped away. 

What became of the people who were involved in coach business, as that fell off and 
ceased? For the innkeepers it need not perhaps have been a very serious matter. It was 
true that one part of their income had gone, and part of their capital too if they had 
been coach proprietors. But, given competence and determination, they could 
probably still make an adequate living. Certainly the landlords of the chief hotels in 
Leicester accepted the necessity of bringing business in from the trunk railway as soon 
as it was opened. Led by the Bell and the Three Crowns, they fell over one another to 
proclaim the ease with which travellers could reach them from the Midland Counties 
station, where their buses connected with every train. One of these hostelries, the Stag 
and Pheasant in Humberstone Gate, is of special interest in this connection. The 
landlord, A. Tabberer, was also a wine merchant, and he secured the appointment to 
manage the refreshment rooms at the station. But more than that: what was described 
as a 'United Railway and Coach Office' was opened at the Stag and Pheasant, under 

11. C . R. Clinker, 'The Leicester and Swannington Railway', TLAS, 29 (1954), pp.59-114. 
12. The Midland Counties Railway, ed. P. S. Stevenson. Mold: Railway & Canal Historical Society, 1989 
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'the immediate patronage' of the railway company's directors, offering 'every kind of 
information relative to railway and coach travelling' . This was announced not by the 
hotel itself but by C. S. Pettifor, who stated that he had been a coac:h proprietor for 25 
years past and who now became the 'Agent to the Midland Counties Railway Company', 
handling the collection and delivery of goods and parcels at Leicester and Syston 
stations. 13 He was no smart alee, pouncing on an immediate, short-lived opportunity, 
but a serious man of business who acted on calculation. In going out at once to join 
forces with the new trunk railway, he was doing what some of the leaders in his 
profession had already done in London, or were about to do: W . J. Chaplin and Joseph 
Baxendale at the head of them. He evidently became satisfied with the choice he had 
made, for he was still at work as the railway company's agent in the same place 20 
years later He had quietly moved out of one form of transport into another. In their 
small way, this provincial innkeeper and coachmaster showed that they had an 
intelligent perception of the meaning of transport, in this town and county, as 
something more than a mere clash of rival interests, old and new. 

vii 

The railways brought with them, to those who could afford to use their services and 
whose houses or businesses lay within manageable reach of their stations, transport 
that was in some respects of a quite novel order - of speed, of comfort, and of 
dependability in nearly all conditions of the weather. They also brought with them a 
regularity of another sort, which is of great value now to anyone who is studying the 
history of the county in the Victorian age. 

The canals and the small road carriers have left behind them very little precise and 
detailed evidence of the quantity or value of the traffic they handled, or of the expenses 
incurred in earning their revenue. There was certainly more of that evidence at one 
time, which has disappeared. Accounts had to be prepared for submission to the 
shareholders in canal companies, and though the shareholders were given no more 
than gross figures of income and expenditure, these were necessarily compiled in part 
from the more detailed records kept of the traffic at each wharf and lock. So far as I 
am aware, no records of that kind have survived relating to the business of any canal in 
Leicestershire except those that have been mentioned for the Old Union Canal from 
1843 onwards. We can only say, in general terms, that the business of the waterways 
comprising the great central line through the county seems always to have arisen much 
more from long-distance than from local traffic. But although that assertion is entirely 
convincing, we have not the detailed evidence to prove it. 

The records of the coaches' traffic are scantier still; in fact almost non-existent, 
except for some that carried the mails, under the control of the Post Office. 14 The 
whole running of the stage-coaches was in the hands of syndicates of proprietors, 
innkeepers prominent among them. Their accounts were private and personal, 
showing the apportionment of the receipts between them, and of the disbursements to 
be set on the other side. Though some such documents have been published, I have 
not found any relating to Leicestershire. 
13. A Guide or companion to the Midland Counties Railway containing its parliamentary history, engineering 

facts, with a description of every thing worthy of attention on, and in the vicinity of, the line, seats of the 
nobility and gentry, villas, towns and villages: also, fare and time tables: with a plan, and section of the 
gradients, and numerous picton·a1 illustrations, advertisement pages, pp.1-8, 38-9. Printed and sold by 
R. Tebbutt,1840. 

14. These are among the Post Office archives, Freeling House, Mount Pleasant Complex, London, EClA IBB. 
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The paucity of the records showing the business of innkeepers - indeed, of anything 
to do with inns - must disappoint the serious student of the history of roads. They, and 
their modern successors the hotels, form an integral part of that history, but the 
original sources for it are very seldom to be found. The explanations are, at least to 
some extent, understandable. The ownership and tenancies of inns were apt to change 
frequently. When the coaching business was at its most successful their fortunes were 
volatile . Many innkeepers became very prosperous for a time. Some over-reached 
themselves. Some died at the height of their prosperity, and the business of their inns 
went down under their successors. All of them had difficulty in meeting 'the 
competition from railways', except those who were shrewd enough to come to terms 
with it or who philosophically drew in their horns, settling for a quiet business, much 
more restricted. Neither the intense activity of their lives before 1840 nor the much 
calmer lives they led during their retirement can have encouraged them to hold on to 
any papers relating to their coaching business. A whole mound of superannuated 
account books and other miscellaneous documents stored up at the back of their 
premises could easily be destroyed in a day. Many such records must have perished in 
this fashion. 

The successors of the coaches in business, the railway companies, could not behave 
like that. In the ordinary course of their work their officials often needed to refer to 
what had happened in earlier years . They had to keep an eye on the increase and 
decrease of traffic if they were to answer awkward questions that might at anytime be 
put to them about it by their superior officers, by shareholders or directors, 
occasionally even by the government. They all kept such records; of that we can be 
quite sure. But only a small proportion of them have survived. Amalgamations of one 
company with another, the pressure on office space, salvage drives in two great wars, 
fire and water and human carelessness: all these things combined to produce great 
destruction of paper. Records of the sort we are concerned with here - relating in many 
cases to stations, even to whole lines of railway that had been closed down, were 
obvious candidates for wholesale destruction, and they were destroyed accordingly. 

However, we have at least three sources of knowledge of the traffic on railways in 
Leicestershire in the years we are considering. Others may well have survived, which I 
have not seen. 

The first of these sets out the traffic carried on the Leicester & Swannington 
Railway during all the years of its working as an independent company, until it was 
absorbed by the Midland in 1846. 15 It evidently escaped the company's historian, C. 
R. Clinker, and is I think of sufficient value to deserve summarising. It shows that 
during the 13 full years to which the account relates (1833-45) the railway's freight 
traffic over the 16 miles of its line brought in an annual average of £16,973, 
contributing 94 per cent of the company's entire revenue; that it carried 136,129 tons 
of coal a year, all of it from the Leicestershire pits; that 23,752 passengers booked to 
travel by it - in other words 77 on each working day of those 13 years; and that the 
company's expenditure averaged 55 per cent of its total receipts . Small beer indeed: 
yet when the Midland Railway bought out the shareholders in 1845 it had to offer 
them, in exchange for each £50 share they held, one of £100 in its own undertaking, 
which was at that time paying a dividend of 8 per cent. 

There then is a concise account of the business transacted throughout its short 
history by a Leicestershire railway - the only one that was operated entirely within the 
county's borders. 

15. Parliamentary Papers, 1844, xvi, p.440. 
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Next we come upon two books showing the business handled at Sileby station, on 
the old Midland Counties line, by this time part of the Midland Railway: one for 
goods traffic in 1853-6, the other for passengers in 1864-7.16 

The purpose of these books is to record takings, no more: but from the earlier one 
we do learn where each item of goods came from, and the name of the consignee. The 
most valuable share of the traffic went to three millers and farmers, Cooper of Sileby 
itself and two others in neighbouring parishes that the station also served, Astill of 
Cossington and Everard of Mountsorrel. Much of this was wheat from the eastern 
counties, and its large volume provides an immediate justification for the building of 
the curve at Syston (opened in 1854), enabling traffic from Peterborough to be taken 
straight on to the main line in a northerly direction without the need for reversing it. 
The list of the consigning stations shows us how little of the business was being 
brought down from London. In January-April 1853 only six out of 249 items came 
from there; only three out of 123 in September-December 1856. 

There are two examples of the kind of detailed record that had to be kept of railway 
business; one concerning a whole line, the other a single station. As far as I am aware, 
they stand on their own in Leicestershire at this time. We are fortunate, however, in 
having some careful accounts of the traffic handled at each station, on the lines of 
several great British railway companies, preserved in long, unbroken series; and as it 
happens some of these relate to this county. Here we reach a degree of knowledge 
about certain elements of the business of transport that is much more precise than 
anything available to us for earlier years. 

viii 

No additional railways had been provided on the eastern side of the county since 
1848. But in 1872-4 the Midland company took powers to build a new main line from 
Kettering to Nottingham through Melton Mowbray, as an alternative route from 
London to the North, relieving the original one via Leicester. It had two wayside 
stations within Leicestershire, Grimston and Old Dalby. Moreover, in 1874 the Great 
Northern and London and North Western Railways were jointly authorised to 
construct another long line from Bottesford to Market Harborough. Both the Midland 
and the joint lines were opened in 1879-80. 

Neither of these railways was projected in order to serve Leicestershire. The first 
was an express route, affecting the county very little, except at Melton Mowbray. The 
second was designed primarily for the purpose of carrying coal from Derbyshire and 
Nottinghamshire to London, though it also assisted the development of the rich and 
extensive ironstone fields just then being opened around Waltham-on-the-Wolds. 
Judging by the train service that came to be provided (we have no figures for the 
business handled at individual stations), the regular passenger traffic it generated 
always remained small. 17 

ix 

By 1880, 70 railway stations lay in Leicestershire. All but two of them booked 
passengers; all but ten handled goods as well. Forty-one out of the 70 belonged to the 
Midland Railway. That company had moreover a half-share with the London and 
North Western in the Ashby and Nuneaton joint line through west Leicestershire, on 
16. PRO, RAIL 491/738-9 . 
17. A station-by-station description of this line is given by D. L. Franks, Great Northern and London & 

North Western Joint Railway, chapters 3 and 4. Leeds: Turntable Enterprises, 1974. 



Traffic at Midland Railway Stations in Leicestershire, 1872-80 

1 2 3 4 5 
Station1 Passenger bookings: Coaching Tonnage of Total expenses 

average number receipts: minerals and of working: 
per year average stone handled average 

per year per year 
Main line: opened 1857 £ 

Market Harborough 56950 9961 27391 967 
Langton2 7302 435 none 440 
Kibworth 31544 3387 10658 730 
Glen 12015 692 5978 370 
Wigston 36588 1411 5070 3127 

144399 13886 49097 5634 
Main line: opened 1840 

Welford Road3 none none none none 
Leicester (passenger) 518979 84223 none 7922 
Leicester (goods) none none 207088 18550 
Humberstone Rd4 49298 2078 none 278 
Syston 63667 3052 19200 1426 
Sileby 34071 1372 6287 295 
Mountsorrel none none 93329 ? 
Barrow 41745 2022 30253 367 
Loughborough 106439 11804 29118 

814199 104551 385275 
Syston-Peterborough line: opened 1846-8 

Rearsby 9890 465 none 174 
Brooksby 10615 764 9198 217 
Frisby 6115 213 none 64 
Asfordby 8747 470 6199 165 
Melton Mowbray 59557 10244 45473 1064 
Saxby 6135 539 5368 258 
Whissendine 3839 261 1803 174 

104898 12956 68041 2116 

1. The stations shown here are those that stood physically within Leicestershire, whatever their names might be. Thus Whissendine is included because the station was in 
Leicestershire, though the village ofWhissendine was in Rutland; and on the main line Hathern and Kegworth do not figure here because the stations both stood in 
Nottinghamshire, though Hathern and Kegworth were Leicestershire villages. 

2. Opened 1876: figures for 1877-80. 
3. Opened 1874, for passengers travelling to Leicester cattle market. No booking facilities, since passengers were not taken up there. 
4. Opened 1875: figures for 1876-80. 

...... 

...... 
°' 



1 2 3 4 5 
Station Passenger bookings: Coaching Tonnage of Total expenses 

average number receipts: minerals and of working: 
per year average stone handled average 

per year per year 
Leicester-Rugby line: opened 1840 

Wigston South 9277 228 15974 243 
Countesthorpe 17977 641 4510 184 
Broughton Astley 15019 1136 6930 166 
Ullesthorpe 21836 2489 7187 385 

64109 4494 34601 978 
Leicester and Swannington line: opened 1832-3 

Leicester (West Bridge) 18622 450 104139 948 
Glenfield 6491 98 54821 76 
Ratby 5333 124 584 71 
Kirby Muxloe 6366 251 2133 94 "<l 

C: 
Desford 17172 1073 4207 540 t:tl 

Bagworth 17940 1374 179357 415 t: n 
Bardon Hill 8992 544 81707 338 .., 
Coalville 51851 3481 228327 2045 ~ 832767 9395 656078 4527 Cl') 

Midland Railway extension: opened 1849 "<l 
0 

Swannington 11161 488 none 119 ~ 
Ashby-de-le-Zouch 91744 6286 25780 981 z Moira 40885 1096 122430 606 

143790 7870 148210 1706 t;; 
Midland Railway lines: Trent-Ashby opened 18?? 0 

t'1 
Castle Donington 25575 1878 5945 229 Cl') .., 
Tonge 4311 225 222 64 t'1 

Worthington 8256 590 15940 78 c; 
38142 2693 22107 371 = 

Midland Railway: Kettering-Nottingham line, opened 1879-80 Fl 
Grimston 3972 155 119372 45 -00 

Old Dalby 7492 444 56632 26 t 
11464 599 176004 71 00 

0 

The figures in columns 2, 3, and 5 are for February-December 1880. 
Source: PRO (Kew) RAIL491/674 

---.J 



118 

which there were eight stations, and it also ran its own trains, by arrangement, into the 
North Western station at Hinckley. The other Leicestershire stations were all at that 
time the property of the North Western and the Great Northern companies, either in 
sole or in joint ownership. 

The Midland is one of the only two large pre-1923 railway companies in England 
(the North Eastern is the other) for which we now have any long continuous series of 
records of the traffic handled at their individual stations. 18 (Scotland is much better off 
in this respect, for records of the kind survive for the three largest of the five chief 
companies there.) Hence we are able to learn from the Midland company's records 
something of what went on at 49 of the Leicestershire stations (70 per cent of them 
all) with summaries of the volume and value of their traffic, made up annually from 
1872 onwards. 

The table based on the Midland's 'stations book', shows as far as possible the 
average business that each of the company's lines and stations within the county 
handled during 1872-80. It is very necessary here to look at averages, rather than any 
single year alone, because the volume of business might fluctuate considerably from 
one year to another. The stations books set them down without any explanation or 
comment, so we have to make our own guesses at the reasons for these variations. 
Where the freight traffic is concerned, they are sometimes obviously due to a change in 
accounting procedure, and a sudden rise can be explained here and there by the 
opening of a new coal-mine or quarry - at Bardon Hill, for instance, in 1877, or 
perhaps, as at Wigston South in 1877-9, by a heavy increase in the stone (including 
slate) handled at the station, called for by building development. The passenger figures 
reflect variations in the national economy: the general prosperity of the earlier 1870s, 
the decline later in the decade, when many people must have had less to spend on 
holiday travelling. Even in 1866, the Sileby coaching book had made the importance 
of that traffic clear, for more than 60 per cent of the year's revenue accrued from the 
five months between mid-May and mid-October. Since then the balance had been 
tilted further by the establishment of the August Bank Holiday in 1871 . A reduction in 
that traffic, arising from what we now call a recession, could give railway managers 
some cause for serious anxiety. 

The disproportion between the business transacted at one station and another is 
obvious. In view of the preponderant size of Leicester within its county, it is not 
surprising to find that its main passenger station handled a very much larger traffic 
than any other, accounting for more than half the total number of passengers booked 
at the 13 stations on the main line that is examined here. But there was another 
station, Humberstone Road, that stood well within the boundaries of the town; and if 
that is brought into the reckoning, as it should be, the proportion of Leicester 
bookings becomes 56 per cent. This smaller station is worth a moment's notice. It lay 
three-quarters of a mile north of the main station and had been opened only in July 
1875; but by 1880 it had already generated a substantial revenue, earned at a very low 
cost. Here is one sign of the growth of commuting; another is to be observed in the 
passenger traffic of the two Midland stations serving Wigston (less than four miles 
from the centre of Leicester), which had come to book between them 46,000 
passengers a year, or about 150 on each working day. 

A comparison of the same sort in respect of freight traffic cannot be made because 
the records do not show any figures for the quantity or value of business in the 

18. See Appendix, 'Station Statistics' in J. Simmons, The railway in town and country, 1830-1914, pp.336-
8. Newton Abbot: David and Charles, 1986. 
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conveyance of general goods and merchandise. Only minerals and stone are 
distinguishable. Nearly 40 per cent more of that business was handled at Coalville, 
where traffic was brought on to the line directly from collieries, than at Leicester. We 
can be quite certain however that if we had the figures for manufactured goods carried 
out of Leicester (textiles and footwear particularly) they would show a great 
preponderance over those returned by any other station in the county. 

After the passenger traffic at Leicester comes that at Loughborough and Ashby (at 
each of these stations it was only about one-fifth as large), followed by that at Melton 
Mowbray, Market Harborough, and Coalville (each a little more or less than one-tenth 
of Leicester). All these stations were evidently bringing in a good net income. Their 
coaching receipts, which include traffic in parcels, horses, and carriages besides that in 
passengers, aggregate about £40,000 a year; the expenses of working the stations, 
including freight as well as coaching, came to no more than £7000. 

But there is another side to the story. This book reveals to us that some stations in 
Leicestershire were remarkably unprofitable. On the Ashby and Nuneaton joint line 
the total expenses incurred by the two companies in running the eight stations 
averaged £3314 a year, the coaching traffic yielding no more than £3002. It is true 
that we do not know what revenue came in from the carriage of freight, but the 
quantity of it was small. One of these stations indeed, Higham-on-the-Hill, presents 
such a curious case that it is treated here on its own in an appendix. Why did the two 
companies keep these stations open, losing them money or at least making them none? 
It must have been mainly a matter of railway politics. The London and North Western 
wanted access to the business of Coalville and Loughborough; it also wanted a share in 
what it believed would be the lucrative traffic passing between Buxton and the south, 
which this line would facilitate. The Midland company, having taken powers to 
construct it in 1866 and finding itself in grave financial difficulties as a result of the 
crisis of that year, may have considered that it would be cheaper to go ahead with the 
construction of it, at half the originally-estimated expense (through sharing the cost 
with the North Western), than to abandon it and face consequent trouble, perhaps 
even litigation. Nevertheless, after the line had been given some years' trial and its 
rural stations had proved themselves such a plain financial liability, it must seem 
strange to us that not one of them was closed, to cut down costs and ease the working 
of the line. 

That practice was not unknown then. At least 30 pieces of railway line had been 
closed to passenger traffic in Great Britain before 1880; and the London and North 
Western company had closed more than a dozen stations on its system. 19 Four had 
gone on the Midland Railway within Leicestershire itself. 20 Thornton was shut 
down by the Leicester & Swannington company as early as 1842, reopened by the 
Midland in 1850 and then again abandoned in 1865; Merry Lees, on the same line, 
went in 1871; Cossington Gate, on the main line south of Sileby, disappeared in 
1873 . I have not come across proposals for the closure of any of the Ashby
Nuneaton stations, encountering an opposition that it was thought unwise to face. 
They seem to have been permitted to go on, as if by some mere momentum. 
Strangest of all, every one of these eight stations remained open for another 50 
19. Calculation from M . A. Greville and J. Spence, Closed passenger lines of Great Britain, 1827-1947. 

Revised and enlarged edition: Caterham: Railway & Canal historical Society, 1974. Originally 
published in two parts: England and Wales, 1955; Scotland, 1963. 

20. For the dates of closure of individual stations, see R. V. J. Butt, The directory of railway stations: details 
every public and private passenger station, halt, platfonn and stopping place, past and present. Sparkford: 
Stephens, 1995. 
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years, until the whole line was closed by the London Midland and Scottish company 
at last in 1931. 

What these figures show, imperfect though they are, is that the general run of 
Leicestershire stations did a soundly remunerative business. Only at one point is there 
a clear hint of any that was specially valuable, to be attributed solely to the rich. At the 
Midland's Melton Mowbray station the coaching receipts averaged £10,244, more 
than half as much again, per passenger booking, as at Loughborough. A substantial 
proportion of that revenue at Melton must have arisen from the handling of 
passengers, horses, and carriages in the hunting season, and when the Great Northern 
and London and North Western companies' new joint station was opened in the town 
in 1880 it was made imposing and commodious with that traffic in view. 

These figures leave us quite uninformed about the passengers' destinations, local or 
distant. They do not distinguish the numbers of people travelling in each class. And it 
must be remembered that they relate only to the passengers' booking of tickets. A large 
number of those who used the railways were people arriving at the stations with return 
tickets, or others they had bought elsewhere. We have no means of estimating their 
numbers. 

All in all, we can see that the Midland Railway was making at least two million 
passenger bookings a year in Leicestershire at this time. The total number for the 
county must have been two-and-a-quarter million or more if we make allowance for 
those on the Great Northern and London and North Western systems too. The 
number of passenger bookings per head of the population (as enumerated in the 
census of 1881) was about seven a year. That is well below the number for Great 
Britain as a whole, including very much more densely-populated districts than 
Leicestershire. The national figure approached 20. But it was a remarkable one all the 
same when we compare it with any that can be guessed at credibly for 1820 on the 
coaches' and carriers' services - and especially when we remember that the horse
drawn tramways were already at work in Leicester itself, selling another two-and-a-half 
million tickets to their passengers in each year. 

X 

Much more has been said here about the Leicestershire railways' traffic than about 
that on the canals and the roads, either before or after the railways' arrival. That is 
because we are able to learn so much more about what the railways did. It is most 
unlikely that the imbalance between our knowledge of the traffic carried by the canals 
and coaches and that which we have of the railways' business will ever be set right by 
any large discovery of new documents in the future. 

What, in the end, can be said of the transport offered by all these agencies, acting 
independently of one another or in rivalry or in collaboration? Each facility was 
started, and then maintained or discontinued, as a separate venture, aimed at making 
its own profits. Introduced in this piecemeal fashion, how far do these services seem 
to have met the reasonable demands that were made on them? 

The most obvious change that arose from the development of railways was in 
speed; the most obvious, though not necessarily the most important. The average 
time taken by stage-coach between Leicester and London in the 1830s had been 
about 11 hours; in 1880, by one of the faster trains, it was just over two-and-a
quarter. 21 So the train in ordinary service on that main line was five times quicker. 
21. For the timing of stage-coaches, see Bates, as n.7; those of trains are to be found in Bradshaw's 

Monthly Railway Guide. 
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The journey could now be got over easily in a morning, whereas the coaches had 
taken a full day, or a night. To people for whom speed was a matter of great concern 
the railway had therefore brought a clear arid welcoine gain. But the saving of time 
was not of prime importance to everybody. Other considerations weighed with some 
travellers as much, or more. Here too most of the advantage lay on the side of the 
railway. 

The coaches' services were not timed conveniently. In 1836 only three had run 
down from London to Leicester by day, and they started out from City inns between 
5.30 and 6.45 in the morning. The rest all left between 4.30 and 7 .30 pm. The 
railway service, on the other hand, was spread out more or less evenly in 1880, from 
5.15 am to midnight. The number of trains (13) was almost the same as the number 
of coaches (12), including the two mails. But there was a most striking difference in 
their capacity. A single express train running between London and Leicester at that 
time may be reckoned to have offered at least 220 seats, besides vans or 
compartments for passengers' luggage. The total number of places available in 1836, 
inside and out, on all the coaches making the same journey, put together, was less 
than 150. So one train by itself could afford seats to about 50 per cent more 
passengers than the whole number of the coaches combined. An important 
consequence followed. A traveller had never been sure of getting a place on a coach 
unless he had succeeded in booking it in advance, but he could almost always find 
room in a train, without the need to book at all; if there was an unusually heavy press 
of business, extra vehicles might be attached to it. This was a particular boon to 
travellers at Leicester on the main road. The demand for places to and from London 
and the populous northern towns must often have made the coaches full when they got 
to Leicester; and yet the paucity of services that ran between London and Leicester 
only (there seems to have been no more than one in 1836)22 must indicate that the 
coach proprietors did not find that they generated enough business to repay a larger 
provision. 

Travelling by train was also cheaper. Generalisations here are difficult to make. 
Precise statements about coach fares were rarely published in the Leicester newspaper 
advertisements, except when there was some special cheapening to be announced. 
These charges were unrestricted by legislation, and they rose and fell as and when the 
proprietors of each coach decided. The railways, on the other hand, were subject to 
statutory controls. At least from the 1850s onwards their fares were relatively stable, 
and closely similar from one company to another. If we equate inside fares on the 
coach with first-class on the railway, the charges were roughly 4d. a mile on the coach 
and 2½d.-3d. on the train. Outside fares were not often quoted, but they seem to 
have been generally a little more than half of those charged for places inside: say 2112d . 
a mile, compared with l 1/2d.-2d. for the second class on the railway. On the coaches 
there was no third class, still less a Parliamentary one, at a fixed maximum fare of Id. 
a mile, which was laid down for the railways by the government in 1844. Moreover, 
the coaches' charges were all subject to compulsory additions for the tipping of 
coachmen and guards, which seem to have come to about 15 per cent on top of the 
stated fare, whereas on the railways no such charges were levied, even informally, at 
all. It is reasonable to suppose that the money actually spent on a single coach 
journey from Leicester to London was about £1 15s. inside, £1 outside; on the 
railway by 1853 it had come to be fixed at £1 first class, 15s.-16s. second class and 
8s. 3d. Parliamentary. 
22. Bates, as n . 7. 
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There is a special reason for drawing attention in this study to the cheapness of 
railway travelling, for Leicestershire made an important contribution to rendering it 
cheaper still. In the summer of 1840 the Mechanics' Institute in Nottingham got up a 
cheap railway excursion to Leicester for its members and their friends, which the 
Leicester Institute reciprocated at once. A year later Thomas Cook, then living at 
Market Harborough, went on to arrange an excursion by railway from Leicester to a 
temperance fete at Loughborough, negotiating the business with the Midland 
Counties company on his own and travelling with the train himself. 23 The fare 
charged for the double journey, out and back, was at the rate of 112d. a mile. He had 
the imagination to see the future that might lie with this form of leisure travel and 
soon set himself to promoting it, moving into Leicester and establishing his 
headquarters there. His business steadily grew large, operating throughout England 
and much of Scotland, and presently overseas too. Though its head office was 
removed to London in 1865, under the chief direction of his son, Thomas Cook 
himself continued to live in Leicester until his death in 1892. His name had become, 
and it still remains, uniquely celebrated in the development of travelling for pleasure 
across the world. 24 

So the railways' passenger services were quicker, more certain, and cheaper than 
those which the coaches had offered. Yet not everyone preferred travelling by them, 
for its own sake. Some people objected to their noise, and to the smoke emitted by 
their engines; many feared travelling by them, thinking they were highly dangerous. 
The coaches had met with numerous accidents, which were frequently referred to in 
the newspapers; a gravestone still remains in the churchyard of Kibworth 
commemorating a man killed in one there on the main road, in 1834. But the 
possibilities of accident in a train were more numerous and more widely alarming. The 
Countess of Zetland had a terrifying experience on the Midland Counties line, 
travelling between Leicester and Rugby in 184 7, when her carriage caught fire and 
neither she nor her maid succeeded in attracting any attention to their plight. A bad 
accident occurred to an excursion train - one of returning to Leicester from the 
Nottingham Goose Fair on 9 October 1869. It crashed into the back of a slower
moving goods train at Long Eaton in a fog. We may note that it was one of three 
making the same trip back from Nottingham to Leicester that night, and it alone 
consisted of 35 vehicles, which must have accommodated at least 1400 people. That 
gives one some measure of the scale that short-distance excursion traffic had already 
reached in Leicestershire before 1870. 

Dickens was a nervous traveller by train. He was in a serious accident in Kent in 
1865, and in February 1867 he was greatly alarmed on a journey by the 9.35 am train 
from Leicester to London as soon as it got under way. 'I have been in trains under 
most conceivable conditions', he wrote in a letter to The Times immediately afterwards, 
'but I have never been so shaken and flung about as in this train, and have never been 
in such obvious danger' . He was supported by other passengers on the Midland line. 
For his own part he found travelling on the London and North Western 'admirable, 
and a wonderful contrast'. 25 

23. See S. Barton, 'The Mechanics Institutes: Pioneers of Leisure and Excurion Travel', TLAHS, 67 
(1993), pp.47-58. 

24. P . Brendon, Thomas Cook: 150 years of popular tourism. London: Secker and Warburg, 1991; also 
J. Simmons, 'Thomas Cook of Leicester', TLAHS, 49 (1973-4), 18-32. 

25 . See F . G . Cockman, The railway age in Bedfordshire, pp.81-5. Bedfordshire Historical Record Society 
Publications, 53, (197 4) . 
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Railway travel could be frightening, and it was sometimes complained of as 
uncomfortable: but then what about being shut up with three other passengers (at least 
one of whom might be fat) in the tiny inside of a coach through the whole of a hot 
summer's night, or having to sit out in the open on the roof in heavy rain or snow? 

The railways' services were less likely to be interrupted by bad weather. Horses were 
always liable to stumble and fall on ice, and in snowstorms the roads were often 
entirely blocked. Waterways were sometimes frozen over, all traffic being suspended in 
consequence. They could cause great trouble, to themselves and to others, by 
overflowing their banks, especially in spring floods . Railways were better able to 
contend with these difficulties. Their machines were far stronger than any other form 
of power then employed for the purpose of transport in Leicestershire. We can see 
here, in another shape, the increased reliability that they offered; most important of all 
perhaps, to the community at large, in the regular conveyance of the mails. 

There was however one drawback that the canals, the trunk road services (for the 
conveyance both of passengers and of goods), and the railways all suffered from alike. 
Their arrangements, once they were established, tended to become inflexible. No 
new waterways could be improvised in this county to meet an emergency, or some 
sudden shift in the location of business. No new main roads were constructed here, 
or existing ones improved in any important respect, after 1840. In one sense the 
railway vehicles, with their flanged wheels, represented the most rigidly-fixed mode 
of all, for they were tied to their tracks. Their trains could not move on an ordinary 
road. Yet one expedient was open to them, as it was not open - for financial reasons 
- to the proprietors of the canals or to the turnpike trustees in Leicestershire. They 
commanded money to build additional lines if they wished, or to enlarge those they 
were already using. They alone were able to construct entirely new routes of 
transport. The lines added to the system in 1879-80 in east Leicestershire together 
added 45 miles to it. The Midland company doubled the capacity of its main line, 
bit by bit, for some 18 miles northwards from Syston by laying down two additional 
sets of rails (mainly for the accommodation of its endlessly-growing coal traffic, but 
neither line was provided with any platforms for passengers).26 Nevertheless the 
railways' stations remained absolutely fixed points, and those who wished to use 
their services, for travelling or for dispatching and receiving goods, had to go to 
them where they stood, or employ other people to do so on their behalf. 

Only one transport service was able to be more accommodating. The country 
carriers, like the coaches and the railways, had their well-known routes, and their 
business depended on keeping to them. But there was nothing to prevent an obliging 
one from making a detour if he or she chose, for some special purpose. The carriers' 
van was bound by no fixed timetable, moving at its owner's bidding and nobody 
else's. I have not come across mention of this easy-going practice in Leicestershire. 
It was probably too well known and understood to be worth recording: a simple 
convenience that was natural in a service managed and maintained by one human 
being, but that clearly lay outside the thinking of any of the great organisations 
controlling the railways - or in later times the motor-buses. I have no doubt it was as 
common, and as much taken for granted, in Leicestershire as it was in Thomas 
Hardy's Dorset. 

26. This process can be traced in detail in J. V. Gough, The Midland Railway: a chronology. Leicester: 
Railway and Canal Historical Society, 1986; revised and expanded edition, 1989. 
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xi 

By 1880 the transport network of Victorian Leicestershire was almost complete. 
Only three extensions of any general importance were still to be made to its railways. 
One was on the eastern side of the county: the Great Northern's 21-mile line into 
Leicester, opened in 1883. The main line of the Great Central Railway, sweeping 
down through Leicestershire on its way from Sheffield to London, followed in 1899. 
But after that no more waterways, roads, or railways of importance appeared in the 
county until the 1920s. 

Judged by the demands that ordinary people made of their public transport in the 
nineteenth century, it may be said that it was not unsatisfactory in Leicestershire in 
1820 and something more than adequate in 1880. For Leicester itself it was better 
still: with a service of quick passenger trains to London, to Birmingham, 
Manchester, and Liverpool, to West Yorkshire and Scotland. Within the town, little 
horse-drawn buses had appeared in the 1840s, but they came to be eclipsed by the 
trams that first began to run there in 1874. By 1880 their services were proceeding 
along five routes, radiating from the centre of the town to reach the suburbs, with 
cars at intervals of 10-15 minutes and additional services on Saturdays; and there 
were now bus services going as far out as Belgrave and Oadby. Letters were then 
being collected from 25 'pillar and wall boxes' throughout the town, and from 
'receiving houses' (mostly shops: there were 12 of them in all); there were four daily 
postal deliveries. The total staff of the Leicester post office by this time now 
numbered 86. 

The country carriers remained very active, their services as adaptable as ever to 
new demands and opportunities. White's directory of 1880, in offering a list of those 
available in Leicester itself, 'carefully corrected to December 1879', claimed that it 
showed more than 100 changes from the list supplied in its previous edition, 
published a year earlier. 

The movement of passengers and goods increased beyond any accordance with 
the increase in the county's population, which rose between 1821 and 1881 by 84 
per cent. Though that increase was attributable preponderantly to the growth of its 
one large town, the constantly-extending service that town required offered benefits 
to the county at the same time. Melton Mowbray was now able to send out its pork 
pies to reach distant places in good condition. 27 Henry Hughes's Falcon Works at 
Loughborough were already by 1880 well on the way to becoming an important 
producer of rolling stock for railways and tramways abroad as well as in Britain. 28 

In Leicestershire, as in most other places, the improvement and extension of 
transport facilities had not merely met known demands but had also served to 
generate new ones. Even the modest business of the Ashby and Nuneaton railway 
line was on a scale never contemplated before it was opened in 1873. It offered two 
services a day in each direction, running at 20 mph; the carriers moved to and from 
the markets once or twice a week, at hardly more than 6 mph. 

One other change remains to be noted, important to the economy both of the 
town of Leicester and of its county. In the 1870s the town began to realise to the full 
the advantage that its rail communications gave it, as a centre for the distribution of 
goods, in trades of widely different sorts. The outstanding landmark here was a 
decision taken by George Oliver in 1875. He had begun life as an apprentice to a 
shoemaker at Barrow-on-Soar, went off to Staffordshire and established a chain of 
27. J.E. Brownlow, 'The Melton Mowbray pork-pie industry', TLAS, 39 (1963-4), pp.41-4. 
28. J. W. Lowe, British steam locomotive builders, pp.341-3 . Cambridge: Goose, 1975. 
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shoe-shops there on a small scale in the 1860s, manufactured heavy boots for a time 
at Wolverhampton, and then decided to set up a more ambitious retail business, 
with 30 shops served from a large warehouse in Leicester. Within 15 years the 
number of his shops, so organised and supplied, had grown to 100; in 1888-92 he 
was opening a new one somewhere in England every three weeks.29 

A business of this character, conducted on this scale, absolutely necessitated 
quick and reliable communication between branches and headquarters. Leicester's 
six lines of railway, running out in all directions, offered that, enabling it to exploit 
to the full the advantage of its situation close to the very centre of England. What 
Oliver did in the footwear trade presently came to be done by other people: by what 
became giants in the same business (Freeman Hardy and Willis, for example) and by 
men in quite different commercial lines too. Curry's and Halford's did not 
manufacture the hardware and electrical goods they sold. They were distributors 
only, and as such became nationally important. Both sprang from Leicester, Curry's 
from 1884 onwards, Halford's from 1901. 

xii 

I have said here that these railways formed a 'network'. That is not an entirely accurate 
term, for a net does not consist solely of elements reaching out from one central point
the pattern of that is a spider; it is bound by cross-threads, which hold the entire fabric 
together. There were, however, some threads of that sort even in the Leicestershire 
railway complex. Three short lines were constructed enabling traffic to be taken off the 
main line, in both directions, to and from the lines linking Leicester with Birmingham, 
Burton-on-Trent, and Peterborough. 

In a certain sense, the roads more truly represented a network, for the main ones 
were joined together by what in coaching days had been called 'cross-roads', most of 
which - certainly all the more important ones - were in 1880 fit to take carriers' 
vehicles, coal-merchants' carts, delivery vans, and private horse-drawn carriages. But 
they were inferior lines of communication, well known only to local people, and no 
information was to be had about their services except within the county itself - whereas 
those offered by every passenger-carrying railway line were published in Bradshaw's 
national Guide, which could be bought anywhere in the country for sixpence. 

What we cannot say is that this network of communications constituted a system. 
Leicestershire supports the generalisation that was made here at the outset. The 
elements of the public communication provided in the county - from the main trunk 
road, which first emerges as such in the thirteenth century, to the trams that were the 
latest innovation to appear, in 1880 - were provided by different persons and bodies, 
moved by different quests for convenience and profit. None of them was promoted by 
any branch of government; none, except the parish roads, was in public ownership. 
Where a railway crossed a road there might or not be a station for the interchange of 
traffic. That was wholly a matter for the railway company to decide. We can usually 
glimpse the procedure for fixing the positions of their stations in the companies' 
records, and they show no trace of any discussions with local inhabitants or public 
bodies. When a new line was built that had to cross an existing one owned by another 
company, it would be entirely for the two companies to decide whether or not any 
connection should be made between them. At Market Harborough a connection was 
made; at Melton Mowbray it was not, nor was it to be at Loughborough in 1899. We 
cannot call this a transport 'system', by any legitimate use of the word. No planning, in 
the interest of the whole community, had played any part in it at all. 
29 . George Oliver (Footwear) Limited, Oliver's 1860-1950. Leicester: Backus, 1951. 
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But one more thing must be said finally, on the other side . There is plenty of 
evidence that when new transport facilities were offered, which met a real need or 
perhaps created a new demand, they were accepted and used. Reasonable requests for 
new or better services, made for example by the Leicester Chamber of Commerce, 
were looked at with attention. The Chamber took its share in the 1870s in 
encouraging the Great Northern Railway to build its line to Leicester, in order to 
provide improved connection with Leeds and Bradford, which was much needed by 
some of the town's textile industries and its footwear manufacture. 30 The likely 
demands of holiday-makers at Whitsun and in July and August were studied by the 
railway companies, and seem to have been generally well met. Although complaints 
were voiced from time to time in Leicester, about one railway service or another, they 
were infrequent and mild by comparison with those expressed in these years at 
Northampton and Coventry and Sheffield. At least in passenger transport, railways 
responded to the needs and wishes of a much wider range of people than the coaches 
had done at any time. And that is not surprising: for of the passengers who booked 
tickets throughout the United Kingdom in 1880, more than four-fifths were travelling 
third-class. 

So there were the facilities, and there we can discern, in very simple outline, the use 
that was made of them. If we ask what was the meaning of all this movement - where 
all these people were going to, and why, and what good or harm their travelling did 
them - we find few answers, for the records we have are silent. All we can say is that 
the opportunity of movement was there, to a far greater extent than it had ever been in 
the past. 

Appendix: a most unprofitable station 

The Ashby and Nuneaton line, opened in 1873 as the joint property of the London 
and North Western and Midland companies, was easily the least profitable of all those 
in Leicestershire that belonged, wholly or partly, to the Midland. Among its eight 
stations Higham-on-the-Hill, three miles north of Nuneaton, was a most conspicuous 
loser. 

The decision to place a station there at all was a strange one, for it was only one 
mile away from another on the same line, which served the somewhat larger village of 
Stoke Golding. It is true that two country houses lay fairly near to it, Lindley Hall and 
Higham Grange. But they were surrounded by no large estates, and neither of the 
occupants of them was a person of any particular importance. The Act that authorised 
the construction of the line included no requirement that a station should be built to 
serve them, so that they would have had no special standing to prevent it from being 
closed down. It is also true that Higham station adjoined the Ashby Canal, which, 
although it had passed into the hands of the Midland Railway, was still doing quite 
good freight business, at least until 1886. 31 But there could be no interchange of traffic 
between railway and canal, for the station was equipped to handle passenger business 
alone. The result, in financial terms, was what might have been expected, indeed a 
good deal worse. 

30. See Leicester and County Chamber of Commerce, Annual reports, (1869), p.7; (1872), p.8; (1873), 
p .7; (1874), p.5. 

31. Hadfield, as n .3, p.212. 
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In 1880, 1009 passengers were recorded in the Midland company's 'station book' 
as having booked tickets at Higham. Since the authorising Act laid it down that all the 
income and expenditure arising from the operation of this line should be divided in 
equal parts between the London and North Western and the Midland Railways, and 
since the purpose of this book was to record the actual takings and outgoings of the 
Midland company, we can assume that the total number of passengers booking at 
Higham in 1880 was 2018; fewer than seven for each day on which trains ran. 
Continuing to double the figures given in the Midland records, it appears that the 
station yielded a total revenue of £82 in that year. Against that pitiful income the cost 
of working the station had to be set: £364, which was four-and-a-half times as large. 
The year 1880 was not, for any reason, a particularly bad one. Over the first ten full 
years during which the line was open (1874-83) the receipts from the station's 
business, calculated on the same basis, varied between £54 and £172 a year, the 
expenses between £350 and £442. 

There is nothing to show that the exceedingly poor performance of this line's 
passenger traffic was ever reviewed by the two owning companies . If it was, it is 
possible that the London and North Western may have rejected any suggestion that 
unprofitable stations on it should be closed. It did not withdraw passenger services 
from a single station on its whole great system between 1887 (when it shut down 
Darlaston in south Staffordshire, a closure that led to litigation, in which the company 
succeeded only on appeal to the House of Lords, and then very narrowly)32 and 1912, 
when it closed Bushbury, just north of Wolverhampton. The London Midland and 
Scottish company took over both the London and North Western and the Midland in 
1923, and the Ashby and Nuneaton line was shut down in 1931. 

Higham-on-the-Hill must surely have been one of the most unprofitable stations in 
England. The North Eastern company's well-kept records reveal some other cases of 
the same kind too, where expenditure exceeded revenue by about 50 per cent per year. 
That was a smaller deficit than Higham's; but on the other hand those stations were 
permitted to remain open even longer, until 1952. The careful investigation set on foot 
by Beeching in 1961 had indeed become necessary long before. 

32. Simmons, as n.18, pp.296-7. 


