
 

 

 

Forward 

As chair of the Friends of the Stockton and Darlington Railway, I would like to 

welcome you all to the conference today – speakers, other contributors and 

delegates – which is being held here at Locomotion, NRM Shildon, which is part of 

the Science Museums Group. 

We are gathered here for a variety of reasons, but all of us, I know, share one 

common purpose – to preserve, protect and promote our world-class railway 

heritage and to stimulate economic regeneration for our communities in difficult 

financial times.  I hope you will find the conference to be both enjoyable and thought-

provoking. 

I have tried to thank all the organisations and individuals without whose support this 

conference would not be taking place elsewhere in this document – apologies for 

any unintended omissions.  However, I would also like to take this opportunity to 

thank again the staff of Locomotion, the speakers, our sponsors and the organising 

committee for the time and support they have unstintingly given.  I would also like to 

thank you, the delegates, for taking time out of your busy schedules to take part in 

the conference.  We hope this will be the start of a ten year project leading to 

international 200th anniversary celebrations in 2025 of an event that changed the 

world. 

 

Cllr Patricia Pemberton MPhil (Cantab.) 

Chair Friends of the Stockton & Darlington Railway 

D.C.C. Cabinet Support Member for Regeneration and Economic Development 

  



 

  



 

 
 
 
Programme 
 
9.00 Registration and coffee 
 
9:30 Introduction and welcome 
 
Morning Session, Chair Niall Hammond 
 
10:00 Paul Kirkman, (Director National Railway Museum)  
 ‘Remembering 1825’ 
 
10:30 Richard Evans (Director Beamish Museum)  
 ‘The Value of Heritage led Regeneration’  
 
11:00 Coffee 
 
11:30 Andy Guy (Standing Conference on Early Railways)  
 ‘BETTER THAN FIRST: the significance of the Stockton & Darlington Railway, 1821-30’  
 
12:00 Dr Michael Bailey (President of the Stephenson Locomotive Society),  
 ‘The Emergence of the Modern Railway, the Legacy of the S&DR’  
 
 
12:45 Lunch 
 
 
Afternoon session, Chair Chris Lloyd, Northern Echo. 
 
14:00  Statement from the three councils 
 
14:15 Anthony Coulls (Senior Curator National Railway Museum)  
 ‘A String of Pearls? The route of the S&DR and its present day remains. 
 
14:45 Henry Owen-John (Head of International Advice, Historic England) 
 ‘World Heritage Site status – what does it mean and what’s involved?’ 
 
15:15 Tea 
 
15:45 Richard Morris (Trustee Heritage Lottery Fund)  
 ‘The value of heritage to community and economy’  
 
16:15 Speakers Panel Q & A Session 
 
16:30 Niall Hammond/Patricia Pemberton Friends of the S&DR  
 Closing remarks and actions 
 
17:00 End  
  



 

 
  



 

Introduction 
 
 
 
 
On the 27th September 1825 large crowds saw the Locomotion No 1  slowly move forward, with 

George Stephenson at the controls, pulling twelve wagons of coal and flour, fourteen wagons 

full of workmen and  six wagons of guests, including those lucky enough to ride in ‘The 

Experiment’, the world’s first purpose built railway passenger coach. Locomotion did not just 

pull one single train on that day, but symbolically pulled the world into the mass transport era of 

the railway age. Here, on 26 miles of track between Witton Park Colliery and the coal staithes at 

Stockton, all in the historic county of Durham, engineering excellence and inspiration came 

together with entrepreneurial foresight and belief to create an inspirational moment whose 

impact would soon spread across the globe. 

 

The Friends of the Stockton & Darlington Railway are a group of people who care deeply about 

the railway heritage of the area and want to see the 1825 Stockton and Darlington Railway line 

receive the recognition and the protection it deserves as the place where the modern railway 

age began. 

 

Our vision is to work with our partners and good friends in Darlington, Durham and Stockton 

councils, at the NRM and HLF, and in the many local societies and preservation trusts who also 

care for our railway heritage. Together we can identify, preserve, promote and develop the 1825 

Stockton & Darlington Railway line as an educational, cultural and historic site of International 

significance and develop its recreational, economic and tourism potential. 

 

This conference at NRM Locomotion, located on the 1825 route, is a first significant step in 

exploring and understanding how we can all work together to better understand, conserve and 

protect this rich heritage. It is also a major step in using that heritage to develop the 

recreational, economic and tourism potential of the line and to foster pride in local communities 

in belonging to an area which has played a significant and important part in world history. 

  

Such was the pride of the people of the North-East and all England in the importance of the 

S&DR that at 50, 100 and 150 years after 1825, the opportunity to celebrate this gift to the world 

has been celebrated with processions, fairs, gatherings of locomotives and exhibitions. From 

major celebratory events to specially cast medals these anniversaries have been marked with 

great spectacle. In 2025 the S&DR will be 200 years old and the Friends of the S&DR want to 

ensure that local communities and visitors from around the world can visit and appreciate the 

surviving monuments, buildings and track bed of the line, and to play our part amongst the 

greater family of S&DR supporters in making sure 2025 is the best party yet! 

 

Niall Hammond, Patricia Pemberton, Alan Macnab, John Wilson.  

Friends of the S&DR1825 Conference Organising Committee. 

2015, Copyright Friends of the Stockton & Darlington Railway 1825 and Authors. 
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Paul Kirkman, (Director National Railway Museum)  
 
‘Remembering 1825’.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
Paul Kirkman was appointed permanent Director of the National Railway Museum in July 
2013, following a period of secondment as Acting Director from his position of Head of Arts 
and Creative Industries at the Department for Culture Media and Sport. 
 
Paul joined the Department for Culture Media and Sport in September 2005 as Head of 
Museums & Libraries. He was a Clore Fellow in 2009 and led the DCMS's work on the 2010 
Spending Review. 
 
Previously, Paul studied Philosophy at Edinburgh University before joining HM Treasury. In 
between three spells at the Treasury he was Private Secretary to the Director General of the 
Confederation of British Industry, studied for an MA in Art History at Goldsmiths College and 
was Head of Policy & Planning at the Natural History Museum. 
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Remembering 1825. 

 

Paul Kirkman, Director, National Railway Museum 

 

The question I want to ask today is: why are we all here? Why, 190 years after the opening 

of the Stockton and Darlington Railway, are so many of us gathered to contemplate that 

glorious past day and look forward in expectation to a date still ten years hence: the 200th 

anniversary of the world’s first steam-worked, public railway. 

 

As with many social and economic forward leaps, it is not so much the raw technological 

achievements that make the difference, as the packaging of a series of individual useful 

developments into something that catalyses into a world changing development. Just as 

there were smartphones before Apple invented the iPhone, the significant elements of the 

Stockton and Darlington Railway predate it, but their coming together was an event that sent 

ripples around the world in the sort of time scales that still seem fast to us today in the digital 

age. 

Waggonways had existed since antiquity and 

had developed into a modern-style flanged rail 

railway by the early 17th century. As an aside, 

the National Railway Museum has recently 

acquired, along with Tyne and Wear museums, 

a piece of wooden waggonway excavated from 

the Tyne docks showing the earliest known 

example of the standard gauge in operation. 

Traditionally, the width is said to be derived 

from the width of the horse that would typically 

be providing the motive power of the 

waggonway or early railway. But my point is that the technology of railways long predates 

Stockton and Darlington. 
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A Trevithick built locomotive had hauled iron the 10 miles from the Pen-y-daren works to 

Abercynon as early as 1804.  

And Salamanca had begun to haul coal from the Middleton pits into Leeds along the 

Middleton Railway in 1812.  

 

Another crucial factor was having a business model that made use of the technology. The 

Stockton and Darlington was a public railway. It was run not just to carry coal from a single 

colliery, or ironworks, but from all the collieries of inland County Durham, or whatever else 

people were willing to pay to have carried. Indeed, in its early days, the railway carried not 

only vehicles provided by the railway itself – Locomotion No 1 initially of course - but was 

also open to other operators, both steam and horse powered. Its motto as we see on the 

company crest was “Periculum privatum utilitas publica”: at private risk for public service.  

 

Again, this was not a first - there had been public railways before - the Surrey Iron Railway 

opened as early as 1803. But the Stockton and Darlington brought together a string of 

developments into something truly new.  

The initial idea for a waggonway here came from a Welsh engineer George Overton.  

Joseph Pease had the business vision to see what could be made of using a public railway 
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to link collieries to port. Jonathan Backhouse raised most of the finance. George Stephenson 

brought improved engineering both to the construction of the railway and to its locomotives. 

Timothy Hackworth produced a regime that kept the still unreliable locomotives operating.  

With the Stockton and Darlington Railway the key components of the development of the 

railway of its classic period were in place: steam powered vehicles, pulling people and goods 

along a railway, for a fee paid to the operator of the railway. 

And it was a spectacularly successful model. The railway opened in September 1825. By 

January 1827, the price of coal in Stockton had fallen by more than 50 per cent from 18 

shillings to 8s 6d. Almost immediately the railway model was being exported across Britain 

and around the world. 

The Baltimore & Ohio Railroad opened within 5 years, directly inspired by the development 

of the Stockton & Darlington Railway. 

The Boston and Providence railroad had built Canton viaduct by 1835, with a Stephenson 

Locomotive operating on it. 
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The Adler was running in Germany, also built by Stephenson. 

 

Within 20 years there were 7, 000 miles of railway in Britain. 
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So here then is one version of why we are all here today. We can’t really point to a single 

date when railways were invented. Like most extraordinary inventions, railways have a pre-

history and a gestation and a long list of firsts to point to. But the Stockton & Darlington has 

a better claim than any others to be the first: the most significant of the many possible 

choices for railway’s originating moment. 

 

But another reason we are here has to do not just with the facts of the birth of the Stockton & 

Darlington Railway, but also with the way it has been remembered. The birth of the railway in 

1825 is an event that has taken on a great symbolic power. As such, it is possible to trace 

not just the history of the Stockton & Darlington Railway but also the history of its history. By 

that I mean the history of the way that the community – both the geographical community of 

the North East of England and the community of interest of railway companies, workers and 

enthusiasts - have celebrated and remembered 1825. Each 50 years that have passed have 

been punctuated by celebrations of the momentous event, providing a moment to reflect 

both on the enterprise and ingenuity of our forebears and our own more recent 

achievements and plans. 
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The 50th anniversary celebrations in 1875 set the template for the commemorations that 

were to follow in 1925 and 1975. There were five principal elements to the celebrations:  

 unveiling of a statue of Joseph Pease; a portrait of Pease presented to Darlington 

Corporation 

 

 a celebration banquet 

 

 

 accompanied by fireworks; an exhibition of “locomotive engines & co” at North Road 

Station; and excursions to places of interest in Darlington and district – ranging from 

ironworks to the public gardens of Saltburn. 

 

The “locomotive & co” exhibition included Locomotion No 1, 

which by this time was on display on a pedestal at North Road 

Station. It was moved from there and supplied with steam to 

allow the movement of the wheels and the valve gear. 

Also of interest was the sense of a building up already of the 

canon of greats. 
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We see here the solitary example of the Locomotives of Shildon’s local hero Timothy 

Hackworth: Auckland. Except, if you look closely, you will see how fresh the “No 10” appears 

on the otherwise slightly decrepit 35 year old engine. It was, in fact, the Locomotive Pilot, 

built by Alfred Kitching, passed off as Auckland because the occasion demanded a 

Hackworth Locomotive and none were available. 

 

Also worth noting is that there were no less than a dozen locomotives built in 1874 or 1875, 

representing the very latest technology, for example this NER Locomotive from 1874. 

 

The 1925 centenary celebration was a far larger affair. It followed only a few years after 

grouping and so the various new companies, and in particular the LNER, had a motive to put 
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on a show. It also coincided with a meeting in Britain of the International Railway Congress 

and the main celebration was moved forward from September to 2 July to align with the visit 

of delegates from around the world.  

Royalty were in attendance in the form of the Duke and Duchess of York, who arrived on a 

special train running just ahead of the normal 10am out of Kings Cross Flying Scotsman 

service. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The centrepiece, as in 1875, was a procession of locomotives and rolling stock which 

included some extraordinary sights. 

As previously there was a selection of unusual and innovative new developments, including 

a petrol rail bus and a series of tableaux, showing the evolution of the wheel in transport, 

reaching its zenith in worldwide use of the railway. 
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The cavalcade concluded with Locomotion No 1 in convincing looking operation, but in fact 

driven by a petrol engine attached to the tender and oily rags burning in the smoke box to 

produce the effect of smoke. 

 

A second major component in the celebrations was a much larger exhibition, this time at the 

Faverdale Works in Darlington, showing a “Collection of Railway Relics and Modern Stock”. 

The Railway relics in question had been collected by MR J B Harper, formerly Assistant 

General Superintendent of the North Eastern Railway over the preceding 30 or more years. 

This was important – from my point of view at least – in that this collection went on to form 

the nucleus of the Queen Street Railway Museum in York, one of the predecessor 

institutions of the National Railway Museum: the anniversary now triggering not just one off 

commemorations but a permanent institutional presence for railway history.  
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The 1975 celebrations took the elements of the previous events and turned up the intensity. 

 

The cavalcade of locomotives was significantly bigger than at the previous two 

commemorations. And I believe it is possible to detect a subtle shift in character. The 

significant event setting the context before the 1925 event had been grouping a few years 

earlier. The big four, and the LNER in particular, wanted to show off their businesses and the 

events were dominated by the official business and civic organisations. In 1975, there was 

also a strong input from British Rail and the local authorities in a joint Organising Committee 

and British Rail were keen to show off their latest developments – in particular the High 

Speed Trains we still see running today, which were introduced in service later that year.  

 

 

However, I would argue the significant event overshadowing the 1975 celebrations was not a 

beginning but an end: the end of steam on British Rail eight years earlier and the rise as a 

result of the Railway Preservation movement. The official programme contains articles on 

“the Restoration and Preservation of Locomotives” and notes that without the support of 

amateur and enthusiast groups the event would have been impossible: many of the steam 

Locomotives were lent by them and Railway Preservation organisations featured on the 

steering group alongside the official organisations. Even the train movements were handled 
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not principally by BR – who did not have day to day steam expertise by then - but by Flying 

Scotsman Enterprises. This seems to have lent 1975 a more grass roots feeling, with more 

focus on the locomotives as objects of interest in their own right, and less of the feel of a 

railway trade show setting out the glorious achievements of the companies past, present and 

future. 

 

At the same time, while there was less in the way of railway relics and displays of objects at 

the Shildon celebrations, 1975 saw the opening of the National Railway Museum in York, the 

North Road Museum – now Head of Steam - in Darlington and the beginnings of what is now 

Locomotion in the opening of the Hackworth Museum here in Shildon. 
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So there is quite a degree of expectation around how best we should commemorate the 

200th anniversary.  

Fast forward to more recent times and we can see that railway heritage events can still have 

a massive impact. The National Railway Museum ran the Mallard 75 season, celebrating the 

75th anniversary of Mallard setting the steam train speed record. That broke all records for 

the museum with nearly 250,000 visitors to three gatherings of the six remaining A4 

Locomotives of Mallard’s class.  

An incredible 119,000 came to Shildon over 

9 days – surely the biggest thing to happen 

in Shildon since the 1975 Cavalcade. 

Despite access to the main events being 

free, the season took over a £1m in 

commercial income and around half a 

million in profit from retail, catering and 

smaller events like photo sessions. So 

there is clearly a huge appetite to celebrate 

even a much smaller railway anniversary. 

 

So what to do in 2025? There is clearly a template, some aspects of which may work better 

than others in the climate of ten years hence. 

Over the years, the traditional centrepiece of the celebrations has become a cavalcade of 

steam trains.  Doing the same again, on the same kind of scale, would be more difficult than 

it was in 1975. Eight years after the end of steam, the stock of locomotives was simply much 

greater than it will be 58 years after. Also regulatory and safety standards have been 

tightened significantly and the sort of scenes of track side access that were seen in 1975 

The Great Goodbye. 'Locomotion'. Shildon  
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would send a modern railway manager into a panic. So a cavalcade would have to be 

smaller and have much more tightly controlled access.  

The display of railway relics definitely has some potential. Part of the legacy of the 

successive celebrations has been a series of railway museums with extensive and well 

documented collections dating back to 1825. A one-off special exhibition either here, at one 

of the existing museums, or at sites across the country or even beyond is a possibility we 

should explore. I know the Lindisfarne gospels coming to Durham has been cited as a 

parallel. 

 

 

And while there is no single railway 

company in the form of British Rail to 

take a lead in showcasing modern 

railway developments, there are 

more and more of those 

developments. One of the most 

impressive being the new Hitachi 

plant just a few miles away and the 

new trains being built there. As the 

UK becomes again a significant 

player global in railways and railway 

technology, the idea of a trade 

promotion element to a celebration 

seems more plausible: the latest railway technology as the culmination of 200 years of 

innovation and invention. 
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Alongside this, I’m sure there will be plenty of scope for dinners, and fireworks and 

commemorative statues. 

But perhaps the new and distinctive contribution in 2025 is the idea of World Heritage status. 

It isn’t the first time that Britain’s railway heritage in various guises has been suggested for 

this status, and it will be interesting to think about the reasons why it hasn’t been successful 

in the past.  

The test is a stiff one. The potential site must be of “outstanding universal value … so 

exceptional as to transcend national boundaries and to be of common importance for 

present and future generations of all humanity.” It must also pass tests of authenticity and 

integrity – integrity here meaning wholeness and intactness. So, clearly a case can be made 

for the Stockton & Darlington Railway, but also it would need to be carefully made – it is by 

no means a foregone conclusion. 

So going back to my initial question: why are we here?  

Because the Stockton & Darlington Railway brought together the most important elements of 

early 19th century railway technology and commerce in a new and catalytic way creating new 

markets and exporting a model to the world. 

Because it has become the touchstone for the birth of the railway. It is the point of reference 

when we try to answer that surprisingly imprecise question: when did railways begin. 

Because – in that symbolic role – the founding of the railway has been commemorated 

repeatedly, every 50 years, with a pattern evolving to the celebrations: a cavalcade of 

locomotives; historical exhibitions or even whole museums set up; and a chance to show off 

the latest railway technology. 

And as you can see, each generation has put their mark on these celebrations and made the 

history relevant again to their own times. In 1875, the celebration of the founding acts of 

recently canonized secular saints – Stephenson and Pease – at the height of the Victorian 

sense of national greatness and within personal memory for some and part of recent folk 

memory for most. In 1925, as the centrepiece of a more organized and expansive railway 

industry, actively looking to external markets. In 1975, still with some sense of new 

technological developments, but now also with a strong grass roots and nostalgic take on 

railway history, with the recent demise of steam and the rise of railway preservation.  

So we are here because the time has come to consider again what this anniversary means 

to us now. Some element of those earlier motivations will surely be right: celebrating 

foundation myths and stories; nostalgia for lost technologies and the boosting of new ones; 

developing museums and exhibitions. But I think we are asking ourselves also an important 

and sensible question: whether it is practicable and possible to take those commemorations 

further and put them on the most permanent footing by granting the railway world heritage 

status. I look forward to hearing the debate during the conference. 
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Richard Evans (Director Beamish Museum)  
 
‘The Value of Heritage led Regeneration’  
 
 
 

 
 
 
Richard has been the Director of Beamish since 2008. He leads a team of more than 350 
staff, supported by 400+ volunteers as well as more than 2,000 Friends and business 
partners. Over the past six years visitor numbers have nearly doubled to 650,000, turnover 
from operations has increased to £9m and the Museum has created more than 150 jobs and 
apprenticeships. A 12 year master plan for the future development of the Museum was 
issued in 2013 and the first phase of this, a major £17m capital project called Remaking 
Beamish, is currently under development. 
 
Richard sits on the Executive Board and Council of the Association of Independent 
Museums and is also a member of the National Museums Directors Council. He leads a 
Major Partner Museum consortium with The Bowes Museum supported by Arts Council 
England as well as a Creative People and Places consortium programme in East Durham. 
 
Prior to joining Beamish Richard was Director of Wentworth Castle Trust where he led the 
Civic Trust award-winning phase one restoration costing £17 million, with HLF support. From 
1999 to 2003 he was Development Officer at New Lanark, during the period that Robert 
Owen’s utopian village was awarded UNESCO World Heritage Site status.  
 
Born in rural Kent, Richard studied at Glasgow for an MA in English and Philosophy before 
working overseas for 2 years in East Africa. 
 
When not in his Edwardian costume at Beamish Richard enjoys looking after his 
smallholding in Northumberland as well as playing hockey, sailing and mountaineering. 
 
 
 
  



 

18 

  



 

19 

 

The value of heritage-led regeneration. 

  

Richard Evans, Director of Beamish Museum 

 

Overview 

In this presentation Richard will explore how heritage can truly be a driver of regeneration of 

communities, through the lens of his own experience working on a range of different projects 

across the UK. 

 

Tourism impact – from the UK perspective 

When we consider our own behaviour as individuals, we probably all know intuitively that 

heritage, in all its forms, acts as a key driver of tourism visits.  

 

If we take a look at the figures relating to the heritage-based tourism economy in the UK, the 

scale of the impact is in fact surprisingly high. It is perhaps worth starting with this UK 

perspective – particularly as the true value of tourism to the UK’s economy is often not very 

well understood or appreciated. 

 

In a useful report in 2013, commissioned by the HLF, Oxford Economics1 has concluded that 

the direct impact of heritage-based tourism accounts for at least £5 billion in GDP and 

134,000 jobs. If you include natural heritage as well as visits to museums and heritage sites, 

the impact is even greater – accounting for £16 billion in GDP and more than 250,000 jobs. 

Once indirect impacts are included – the numbers get even more impressive. Including built 

and natural heritage the sector accounts for £26 billion in GDP and 740,000 jobs. 

 

Understanding impact through some case studies 

Tourism statistics are of course important – but they don’t tell the whole story. Impact 

assessments are of course useful, but sometimes it is illustrative to gain an understanding of 

the potential for heritage to act as a driver for regeneration by examining some individual 

case studies.  

 

New Lanark Mills in Scotland2 

New Lanark in South Lanarkshire is managed by an independent trust that is dedicated to 

‘revivifying’ David Dale and Robert Owen’s utopian cotton mill village of the late 18th and 

early 19th century. In the early 1970’s the village was almost entirely derelict, with a scrap 

metal yard in the mills and only a few residents left in the former millworkers’ tenement 

homes. 

 

The regeneration of the village since this point has been remarkable. New Lanark is a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site and helps attract hundreds of thousands of people every year 

to an area of Scotland that is not a well-established destination for tourists. More than this – 

the trust has not simply looked to tourism as a way to help regenerate the community – New 

Lanark also hosts local businesses in restored mill buildings, supports a wildlife reserve, 

                                                           
1 See http://www.hlf.org.uk/economic-impact-uk-heritage-tourism-economy#.VW7wpOup3dk 
2 See http://www.newlanark.org 
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generates hydro-electricity, operates a housing association for local people, and runs a hotel 

and self-catering business.  

 

In this example, the heritage of a place has been used as a driver for the recovery and 

sustainable development of a distinct community. Where once the Local Authority had plans 

in the 1970s to demolish what was considered an industrial slum, there now lies a UNESCO 

World Heritage Site. 

 

Wentworth Castle in Barnsley3 

Wentworth Castle in South Yorkshire is managed through a partnership with the Local 

Authority, an Adult Education College and an independent heritage trust. As a result of 

phased investment over the past 15 years the 600 acre Georgian estate which features 26 

listed buildings and a Pleasure Garden has been opened to the public for the first time as 

both a visitor and community resource. 

 

The trust has not simply looked to tourism as a way to help regenerate the estate – the focus 

has been to provide a resource for different audiences to use and gain benefits from. 

Alongside entrance fees the Trust gains important income from events/functions and rent of 

property. The gardens and parkland welcome around 50,000 visitors each year and future 

plans include the restoration of a walled kitchen garden.  

 

Beamish in County Durham4 

Beamish is managed by an independent charity working in partnership with the region’s 

Local Authorities. It is located near Stanley in the former coalfield, surrounded by some of 

the most deprived communities in the country. The open air museum uses its collections to 

tell the story of everyday life in the region, across a 350 acre site. 

 

Beamish is a really interesting case study for anyone examining the impact that innovative 

and creative heritage initiatives can have on the regeneration of an area. The positive effects 

of sustained investment and development of the Museum over the past 40 years are 

remarkable.  

 

Beamish welcomes 650,000 visitors/year, of which around half are tourists from outside the 

region. Of these 300,000 or so annual tourists more than half are coming to the North East 

specifically to visit the open air museum. More than 85% go on to visit other attractions in the 

region and stay in serviced accommodation. 

 

In terms of employment, Beamish has 370 staff and has the support of 450 volunteers as 

well as 20,000 friends and business partners.  The Museum has ambitious plans for future 

development, including a 1950s Town and overnight accommodation. It is hoped these 

initiatives will create a further 95 jobs and 50 high quality apprenticeships. 

 

A Regional Case for Culture5 

Future investment in the North East’s heritage and cultural offer is vital if we are to continue 

to make a positive impact on our region’s economy. For this reason the North East Cultural 

                                                           
3 See http://www.wentworthcastle.org 

4 See http://www.beamish.org.uk 

5 See http://www.northeastcouncils.gov.uk/page.asp?id=1658 
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Partnership is working on a ‘Case for Culture’ – which will be launched this July. The value 

of further investment to support ambitious and innovative projects is clear – not least in 

encouraging participation, creating jobs and inward investment, developing skills and helping 

to improve the quality of places and the richness/appeal of living in our region. The North 

East is perhaps in a unique position to be able to speak with a one voice as a region, and 

encourage greater investment from lottery funds, the EU and local/central government to 

support our further development. 

 

 

  



 

22 

 

  



 

23 

 
 
 
 
Andy Guy (Standing Conference on Early Railways)  
 
‘BETTER THAN FIRST: the significance of the Stockton & Darlington Railway, 1821-30’  
 
 

 
 
 
Soon after completing his degree at the University of Durham Andy moved to a village near 

Darlington and was later its parish chair. An antiques dealer in the area for many years, he 

joined Beamish Museum as a researcher, where his work included the study of the early 

railway, and the occasional firing of the Locomotion replica. He is currently a consultant and 

author. 

His publications include: ’the Shire book on Early Railways’ (with Beamish's Jim Rees); 

‘West Durham: the Archaeology of Industry’ (with the late Dr Frank Atkinson); and ‘Steam 

and Speed: the railways of Tyne & Wear from the earliest days’. A founding member of the 

committee of the International Early Railways Conference, he co-edited the first transactions 

and has contributed papers to successive conferences, and to other publications. He was a 

trustee, and later secretary, of the Locomotion Trust. He now lives near Halifax, West 

Yorkshire. 
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BETTER THAN FIRST: the significance of the Stockton & Darlington Railway, 1821-30 

 
Andy Guy 

 
 
 

 
 
A painting of the Stockton & Darlington Railway, Darlington, circa 1828-33. To the left, the 
original 'station', built in 1826 at the crossing with North Road, to the right, a train of coal 
waggons crossing the Skerne Bridge  and hauled by a 'Royal George'-type locomotive. 
 
Courtesy of Preston Park Museum, 1971-0566  
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Better Than First: the significance of the S&DR, 1821-30 
 
 
The advent of the 'railway age' in the first half of the nineteenth century was an episode of 

international importance that made profound changes to the world. Its origins are widely 

accepted as coming principally from Britain. In particular, the Stockton & Darlington (S&DR) 

and Liverpool & Manchester (L&MR) are usually seen as being at the heart of this 

transformation in land transport. Is this reputation justified? How do the two railways 

compare?  

 

__________________ 

 

 

A start can be made by examining the 'firsts' often claimed for them. The S&DR has been 

variously described as: 

 

 the first railway 

 the first public railway 

 the first railway company 

 the first steam railway 

 the first iron railway 

 the first passenger railway 

together with combinations such 

as 'the first public steam 

passenger railway'. In general, 

the earlier the origin and more 

popular the publication, the 

simpler and more ambitious the 

title.                                               FIG. 1: plaque on Yarm Town Hall, 1925 

 

These claims can be most easily assessed by a rapid chase through railway history.6 A 

'railway' is essentially a transport system in which a vehicle is guided by a purpose-built track 

which it cannot leave. It's a simple arrangement, but even so, it is remarkable that the first 

example known was the 'diolkos' of Ancient Greece, constructed about 600BC across a 

narrow neck of land to join the Saronic and Corinthian gulfs. Capable of moving boats and 

even warships, it predates the S&D by some 2,400 years.  

 

There is some evidence of railways in mine workings of the Roman Empire, and when seen 

again in the medieval period the locations are similar, so it is possible that their use was 

continuous. In the time of Elizabeth I, miners from Austria and southern Germany were 

brought over to improve the English metal mines and they introduced the railway to Britain, 

with the first known example used in the Lake District in the late 1560’s. These middle-

European railways were principally for use underground and were usually based on a 

Scalextric-like system of a guiding peg on the waggon directed between two wooden boards.  

 

                                                           
6 Early railway history is best described in MJT Lewis' classic work Early wooden railways (London, 1970) and summarised in the Shire book by A Guy and J Rees, Early railways 1569-

1830 (2011). 
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The familiar configuration of raised rails and flanged wheels seems to have been developed 

by English mine engineers about 1600, either in Nottinghamshire or Shropshire. It was taken 

to the collieries of north east England, and here it really took root, with several hundred miles 

of 'Newcastle roads' or 'waggonways' used in the coalfield by the mid-18th century. The rails 

were of wood, lying on sleepers laid on a prepared trackbed, with power supplied by horses, 

each of which usually pulled a single large waggon.  Similar components, but sometimes in 

different arrangements, were also in use in 

other parts of the country, nearly always in 

industrial areas and usually hauling coal or 

minerals. 

 

FIG. 2: North east waggonway, from the 

General Magazine, 1764 

 

Railway technology changed very quickly at the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th 

centuries. Cast-iron rails were introduced, stronger and much more efficient than wood. 

Some took the form of the traditional edge rail, others of the new plate rail, which was L-

shaped with the flange on the rail rather than on the wheel. Gradients were difficult for 

railways, but these were mastered with balance or stationary-engine inclines. Mechanisation 

had arrived. 

 

So had the steam locomotive. Developed by Richard Trevithick in 1804, a version was put 

into commercial operation on a Leeds colliery waggonway in 1812. A number of 

experimental locomotives were then built and tested in the north east coalfield, with 

successful examples at Wylam with the 'Puffing Billy' series, and at Killingworth Colliery 

where from 1814, George Stephenson was attracting considerable attention with his design, 

essentially an assembly of the better parts of the engines of other pioneers.  

 

These early developments clearly have a relevance to what can be claimed for the Stockton 

& Darlington. By 1825, locomotives, stationary steam-engines, balance planes and iron rails 

had all been in use elsewhere for many years. Darlington was therefore not the 'first' for any 

one of these, or even for 

the use of all these 

features on one line.7 

 

FIG. 3: from 1822 there 

were at least 4 different 

engravings produced 

of the steam 

waggonway at Hetton 

Colliery, which used 

locomotives and 

stationary engines 

 

 

A change in the general approach to the railway can also be detected. The railway 

environment was becoming more complex with each development: machinery and iron rails 

                                                           
7 For example, the Middleton waggonway near Leeds from 1812, or the Hetton waggonway near Sunderland from 1822. 
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were considerably more expensive than horse-haulage on timber tracks, and demanded 

particularly careful engineering combined with a much longer-term investment philosophy.  

 

There were to be three more crucial developments, more to do with the purpose of the 

railway than its technology. Most of the early railways, and all of those in the north east, 

were private lines, merely the transport section of a larger industry such as a colliery or 

ironworks. They had no independent identity and their use was at the whim of the owner. 

This changed about 1800. Already, a number of railways had been formed under canal 

legislation, which typically allowed the canal company or others to construct lines within a 

certain number of miles of the canal itself. Hundreds were built, and through the legislation 

they were officially 'public', in that anyone could use them for a fee.8 In practice very few 

functioned in that way, with most built by local industrialists primarily for their own use, but 

the principle of general access had been established.  

 

The second development was the creation of railway companies. 

The Surrey Iron Railway was incorporated in 1801 under an Act 

of Parliament, and hence was open for public use.9 Shareholders 

invested to fund a railway that was, for the first time, an 

independent commercial operation whose sole function was to 

carry at a profit. The railway at last had a separate identity – it 

now formed an industry in its own right. 

 

FIG. 4: seal of the SIR, as shown on the share certificate  

 

The Surrey was not a commercial success, but 

interest had been raised and several other 

companies were established around the country. 

One was the Oystermouth Railway from 

Swansea along the coast to a small harbour, 

and from here stems the third major 

development. From 1807, it carried passengers 

in a horse-hauled carriage as a regular service. 

Other railways from the period before 1825, 

such as the Kilmarnock & Troon, also started 

time-tabled passenger services, some more 

ambitious than others. Total numbers were 

undoubtedly very small compared to what would 

come, but it clearly registered a break from the  

concept of the early railway and its purely 

industrial traffic.10 

 

 

The S&DR was therefore not the first public or passenger railway nor can it be considered as 

the first steam or locomotive passenger service. Although Locomotion hauled the opening 

                                                           
8 S Hughes, 'The emergence of the public railway in Wales', in Early railways 4, ed. by G Boyes (Sudbury, 2010). 

9 There is an argument for the Lake Lock in Yorkshire being the first: J Goodchild, 'The Lake Lock Rail Road', in Early railways 3, ed. by MR Bailey (Sudbury, 2006). 

10 For a comprehensive review of the first railway passenger services, see Dr M Lewis, 'Early passenger carriage by rail', in Early railways 5, ed. by D Gwyn (Sudbury, 2014).  Dr Lewis 

identifies some 15 railways regularly carrying passengers before the S&DR had opened, of which there may well be others, whilst Oystermouth may not be the first. 

FIG. 5: timetable of the 

Kilmarnock & Troon,  

from the Air [Ayr] Advertiser, 1812 
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train, with several hundred people on board, a 'service' is considered to be a regular 

arrangement, not an opening, special event or a casual or occasional use. The S&DR did 

not use locomotives again for passenger carriages until 1833, by which time the Canterbury 

& Whitstable and L&MR had been hauling passengers by steam for some years. 

 

The conclusion from this (greatly simplified) look at the early history of the railway is that 

none of the 'firsts’ claimed for the Stockton & Darlington in the list above can be justified. 

Long before 1825 there were public railways, passenger railways, steam and locomotive 

railways, iron railways and railway companies.  

 

It was the combination of many of those elements that formed the 'modern railway', that is to 

say, the railway we recognise today, the one that created the railway revolution and the 

railway age. In its British form it might include the railway company as an independent entity 

formed and approved by Parliament, open for public use, using mechanical power for a 

variety of high-capacity traffic and running on permanent way. The S&DR is often credited 

with a 'first' here, the first to pull all these features together. If so, it is indeed a railway of 

international significance, and its failure to be credited as the first user of the individual 

components would hardly matter a jot. 

 

Unfortunately there are problems here too. Some historians do not regard the Darlington 

railway as a fully-formed modern line, either technically or in its operating practice. It opened 

with just one locomotive and, while it added to its stock, it also used horse-haulage up to the 

early 1830’s (and occasionally, beyond). Its western end relied on stationary engines and its 

traffic was very heavily dependent on the movement of coal, whilst passenger traffic was 

initially unexpected and relatively small. The line was single with passing places, an 

operating nightmare of conflicting horse and locomotive traffic, with many of its operations 

and maintenance requirements contracted out rather than under its own direct control.11 

 

FIG. 6: Crown Street station, 

Liverpool. Carriages were hauled 

through the tunnel by stationary 

engines, omnibuses carried 

passengers into the town centre 

and there was a large goods 

warehouse near the docks: a 

considerable contrast to the 

stations on the S&DR shown in 

FIGS 8 and 9. From the famous 

series Coloured views on the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, published by 

Ackerman in several editions from 1831. 

 

This is in stark contrast to the reputation of the other contender for the title of the first 

modern railway, the L&MR. On its opening in 1830 it had a stable of locomotives which 

hauled all its traffic (bar the need for a stationary engine at the Liverpool end). It is generally 

recognised as having had full passenger facilities, benefited from a balance of goods and 

                                                           
11 The core early history of the S&DR is best covered in MW Kirby's The origins of railway enterprise: the Stockton and Darlington Railway, 1821-1863 (Cambridge, 1993).  



 

30 

passenger traffic over a double line of rails and had complete control of its operations.12 If 

transported to today, it would still be recognised as a modern railway. 

 

As a result, some opinions on the Darlington line have been damning. The distinguished 

railway historian Dendy Marshall compared the Darlington and Liverpool railways as 

…somewhat analogous to that between a grub and a butterfly. The former was the highest 

development of the old colliery railways…the latter, a fresh departure altogether, and the 

prototype of the evolution during the following century.13 Another stated that the S&DR 

…was little more than a primitive mine railway.14 Railways writer Christian Wolmer recently 

wrote that the Liverpool and Manchester Railway was, …a far more significant milestone 

than the oft-quoted Stockton and Darlington.15 The most dismissive remark came in 1827 

from America, where enthusiastic reports on the railway were dismissed by one 

commentator as just serving …some little ditch in the neighbourhood of Stockton and 

Darlington, no doubt…16 So much for the mighty Tees! 

 

We now have the S&DR as no more than a puffed-up colliery waggonway, of limited and 

exaggerated importance in the birth of the modern railway, and with its 'firsts' stripped away. 

Should that be the whole story, we could all go home and lick our wounds, gracefully 

accepting the dominant position of the L&MR. But that is by no means the whole story. 

 

As far as 'firsts' are concerned, it can be a mistake to mythologise them. Some turn out to be 

too much in advance of their times to produce any useful product, such as the first steam 

vehicle, a mid-18th century French car which ran but proved impractical, except that a Jesuit 

in China may have built one nearly a hundred years earlier. At any rate the concept was not 

tried again for decades, until Trevithick ran the first steam locomotive at Penydarren, unless 

perhaps a Midlands industrialist completed an engine the year before? Trevithick famously 

invented the first high pressure engine, or should that be Oliver Evans in America?17 'Firsts' 

are not always clear cut, and should that be the sole measure of achievement, when that is 

lost they can become no more than a curiosity. Nor are they always successful, nor do they 

always have a widespread effect. The significance of the S&DR should not and does not rely 

on it being any specific 'first' – it's more important than that. 

 

As for the S&DR being a 'mere waggonway', we have seen that the waggonway, plateway, 

tramroad, early railway, industrial railway, call it what you will, essentially served a wider 

industrial concern.18 It wasn't an independent entity, but was privately owned, not open for 

public use, and rarely served the local towns. Its route was often regarded as essentially 

short-term, useful only as needed by the prime industry and abandoned as resources 

moved. 

 

                                                           
12 The preferred L&MR text here is The Liverpool and Manchester railway project 1821-1831 by RE Carlson (Newton Abbot, 1969). It should be mentioned that virtually every book on 

railway history has some mention of these two railways: the extracts used here are inevitably highly selective. 

13 A history of British railways down to the year 1830 by CF Dendy Marshall (Oxford, 1938, repr. 1971), 199. 

14 H H Harwood, Jr, 'The early Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and its physical remains', in Common roots – separate branches, ed. by R Shorland-Ball (Science Museum/NRM, 1994), 49. 

15 Fire and steam: how the railways transformed Britain, by C Wolmer (London, 2008), xii. A mention of the L&MR as '…the world's first railway' (page 20) contradicts his review of 

earlier lines expressly called 'railways', a not uncommon confusion between the 'early railway' and the modern 'main line railway'.  

16 Rail roads in the United States of America, by 'a Citizen of Baltimore' (Baltimore, 1827), 8. 

17 and see footnotes 4 and 5. 

18 Early railways, pre-1825, are often regarded, or even referred to, as 'primitive'. They were not. By 1800, for example, there were over a million waggon movements a year in the north 

east coalfield alone. Elsewhere there was, in places, a surprising variety of goods carried: see A Guy, 'Missing links: some atypical early railways', in Early railways 5. A railway evolution 

rather than revolution is suggested. 
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The S&DR was quite different. Through its enabling Act of 1821 it was established as a 

stand-alone commercial operation and public company in its own right, empowered to buy 

the land it needed, by compulsory purchase if necessary, and hence able to construct a 

permanent route. In return, it was obliged to offer a service at agreed rates and to be 

available to carry that traffic for the public market. In these fundamentals, it was decidedly 

not a waggonway. It was, 

however, exactly the 

same as the L&MR, and 

the other railway 

companies which 

followed.   

 

FIG. 7: detail from a 

map of Durham by 

William Ebden, 1826.  

None of the county's 

waggonways are 

shown, not even Hetton 

- but the S&DR is. 

 

If its core function was that of a modern railway, other features are still often seen as looking 

backwards to the waggonway rather than forwards to the railway age.  For example, the 

great majority of its traffic was coal. In 1827/8 this comprised 84% of the total goods traffic 

and contributed the lion's share of the company's income.19 This was broadly in line with the 

company's expectations, which were firmly based on opening out the coalfield of south-west 

Durham. It was doing what was, and is, expected of a modern railway, carrying the available 

traffic, and it was doing so to a plan quite alien to the traditional waggonways of the north-

east coalfield. They, with very few exceptions, carried only coal or coke directly from the pit 

to the export docks of the Tyne and Wear. The S&DR specifically aimed its coal traffic to 

serve south Durham and north Yorkshire, to supply its home fires and to stimulate local 

industry. Although some went directly to be shipped out at Stockton, that market was initially 

regarded as minor: the S&DR, with its branches to Darlington, Yarm and Croft, was originally 

established to serve the retail rather than the wholesale market.20 

 

Nor should the remainder of its goods trade be ignored in the concentration on coal. Again 

using the figures for 1827-8, the nearly 12,500 tons of general merchandise carried by the 

railway was hardly negligible, a weight of traffic that previously must have been small indeed 

on the roads and which was therefore largely created by the railway. Its significance was 

reflected in the facilities the company set about providing, such as the wayside depot (with 

refreshment rooms) at Heighington Lane, and that by the North Road crossing, together with 

pubs for customers at Darlington and Stockton, all built in 1826.21 This was a railway well 

                                                           
19 From a total goods traffic of nearly 142,000 tons. Limestone made up 7% and the remaining 9% was general merchandise : extrapolated from figures in PJ Holmes, Stockton and 

Darlington Railway, 1825-1975 (Ayr, 1975), 54-5. 

20 The unusual nature of an early railway concentrating on a 'retail' market is examined in Guy (2014). When the railway was first being discussed, it was believed that a large coastal 

shipping trade from Stockton would not only produce little profit but would antagonise the coal-owners of the Tyne and Wear, with unwelcome pressure following in Parliament. The 

desperate need for income after the opening changed attitudes, as did the London market's demand for coals from the Tees, and the unexpected profits which came from supplying the port 

of Stockton. The culmination came in the development of a new port at Middlesbrough. This is a further example of how the S&DR had to change its plans quite radically in the light of 

experience: Kirby, 30, 37-39, 50, etc. 

21 A history of North Eastern Railway architecture. by Bill Fawcett, vol.1 (NERA, 2001), 15-18. 
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aware of its duty to serve the public, and one which had discovered the commercial 

advantage in doing so.  

 

FIG. 8: the depot at Heighington Lane, near 

Ayclife. 

 

The situation as regards passenger traffic is 

curious. On one hand the S&DR is lauded as 

the first passenger railway, or the first steam 

passenger service, on the other it is accused of 

carrying trifling numbers and being effectively a 

goods railway. It was not the first passenger or 

public passenger service, as has already been 

seen, and didn't use steam haulage for its coaches until 1833. As for the numbers, in 1832, 

for example, when the S&DR still used contractors to horse-haul single coaches, the railway 

had about 47,000 passenger movements22 whilst the L&MR totalled nearly 357,000.23 

 

However, these bare totals by no means tell the whole story. In reality, the combined 

population of Stockton and Darlington of well under 20,000,24 meant that in 1832 

approximately 2.5 journeys took place on the railway per head of population. For Liverpool 

and Manchester, with its huge population of over 320,000, journeys/head came to just over 

one per year.25 And while the L&MR could look to exploit an existing coaching traffic with 

some 180,000 seats available annually26 and so had doubled this traffic, the single road 

coach between Stockton and Darlington had had the capacity of less than 70 passengers a 

week or perhaps 3,500 a year (Kirby, 90, 91).27 Yet as early as 1826-7, the S&DR was 

carrying some 30,000 passengers, a more than eightfold increase in local travel.28 This has 

to be counted an outstanding performance from what was virtually a standing start and 

considerably more impressive than the rise achieved by the L&MR - and this realised by the 

S&DR using only horse haulage.  

  

                                                           
22 Figures somewhat crudely extrapolated from Kirby, 89. Due to the use of contractors, there are few passenger numbers known from the early years of the S&DR. 

23 This number is down from the 445,000 carried by the L&MR in the first year: Carlson, 243. The 1832 figures are chosen as it is the first year in which complete numbers are available 

for both railways. From 1833, when the S&DR started using locomotives to haul passenger trains, its passengers increased substantially. 

24  Pigot & Co.'s national commercial directory (London, 1834): Stockton, 1821-5184, 1831-7991 (median for 1826-6587); Darlington, 1821-6551, 1831-9417 (median for 1826, 7984); 

total, 1831-17408 (1826-c.14571). The census figure for Middlesbrough in 1831 was just 154: Slater's directory (Manchester, 1876-7).   

25 Doubtless partly accounted for by the large number of the 'labouring classes' in Liverpool and Manchester, who would not be expected to travel by train at this time. 

26 Figure extrapolated from Carlson, 23 

27 Kirby, 90-91. 

28 Kirby, 91, although different figures (about 18,000 a year, extrapolated) were given by Prussian observers – see footnote 54. 
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FIG. 9: the goods depot and 

first station at Darlington, by 

the (Great) North Road 

crossing, c1827-33. Courtesy of 

Preston Park Museum & 

Grounds, 1971.0566.  

 

Of course the S&DR had been 

planned without any expectations 

for passenger travel. It would 

seem that the enthusiastic 

reaction to the opening-day train 

gave the directors pause for 

thought – but not for very long. In 

less than a fortnight it was decided 

to begin a regular, horse-drawn service between Darlington and Stockton. The Experiment 

railway coach built for the opening has been traditionally shown as a rough shed-on-wheels 

and symptomatic of the company's scant interest in passengers. It was no such thing. 

Contemporary descriptions, the Dobbin and Backhouse sketches, and the construction order 

all show a 'long coach', familiar on the road, fitted up here at some cost with glazed 

windows, central table and cushioned seats.29 The following year, the service was 

contracted out, and not brought back into company hands until locomotives took over 

haulage in 1833. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIG. 10: (left) the 'shed', given in multiple editions from 1857 of Samuel Smile's hugely 

popular works, and numerous books since; (centre) a long coach, Glasgow 1825; 

(right) 'Experiment' drawn by John Dobbin, c1825. 

 

The company had in fact reacted remarkably quickly to the possibilities of passenger travel. 

It is sometimes forgotten that it had explicitly included …the conveyance of passengers… in 

its second Act of 1823, in the same section that famously allowed locomotive use. Such a 

provision was not unknown in earlier railway legislation but was highly unusual. The Act for 

the Kilmarnock & Troon, for example, did not include this condition, and when it started to 

contract out passenger carriage, the charge had to be as goods by the ton. 30 

                                                           
29 First in the World: the Stockton & Darlington Railway by J Wall (Stroud, 2001), 60-63. The Durham County Advertiser of 1st October 1825 referred to 'Experiment' as a long coach 

design, soon to be in daily service. The Newcastle Courant of the same date referred to it as an 'elegant covered coach'. 
30 The reason for the inclusion of passenger traffic in the Act is unknown – there seems to be no evidence that the Company expected such traffic. It is likely that their solicitor, Francis 

Mewburn, was covering all eventualities after careful study of existing acts including that of the Berwick & Kelso Railway of 1811, which included such a provision: Kirby, 37, 44;  The 

 



 

34 

 

There is however no doubt that the S&DR had to discover that passenger travel was useful, 

and make do as best it could, whereas the L&MR had factored it in. It had made ample 

provision for stations fitted out for the traveller's convenience and indeed, carried only 

passengers in its first months as the demand took up all its early capacity. This is regarded 

as a key factor in its role as a complete modern railway and seen as a contrast to the 

reactive arrangements on the S&DR.  

 

But if the L&MR was thoroughly prepared for passengers to contribute so much to its traffic, 

it had kept the fact surprisingly quiet. In the first public appeals, the subject of passenger 

travel is either not mentioned at all31 or only in passing: although apparently to be 

…considered as most important… it was …impossible to be estimated with accuracy….32  

 

In the copious evidence given before the Commons for the failed first L&MR Act of early 

1825, long and detailed discussion was made of locomotives, canal competition and failings, 

and the advantages of rail traffic for cotton, timber, coal, Irish goods, and so on, but 

passenger travel appears to be absent from any consideration.33 Following the Act's 

rejection, a motion by those MP's in favour calling for a new application did not mention 

passengers in a review of the railway's merits.34 During the Parliamentary hearings for the 

successful second Act of 1826, the evidence given to the Commons' committee was never 

published,35 that to the Lords',  from over 300 pages of evidence, contained barely more 

than the suggestion that the L&MR …might be made eligible for passengers.36 With the 

establishment of the railway company, its first report to the subscribers estimated an income 

from goods traffic of over £70,000, plus perhaps £10,000 a year from passengers.37 It was 

hardly a ringing endorsement of the prospects for personal travel. 

 

The situation was somewhat similar for locomotive use. The Darlington line, opening with 

one solitary engine but many horses, is compared unfavourably with that of the L&MR, 

without animal power but with a complement of locomotives. In reality, the S&DR was laid 

out specifically with the intention of using locomotives on its main Shildon to Stockton line 

but sufficient engines were not yet available, nor could the Company at first afford them. Its 

early examples from Robert Stephenson & Co then proved disappointing, but the railway 

determined to stick with them and, in 1827, publically stated that locomotives had proved 

cheaper to run than horses. This was a significant declaration, at a time when Hetton 

Colliery had replaced some of its locomotives with stationary engines and the S&DR was 

rumoured to have found locomotives unsatisfactory. The railway's bold statement was 

reinforced the following year when it resolved to make locomotives the preferred and 

principal haulier, and commissioned Hackworth's Royal George, the first in a series of 

reliable heavy-duty designs.38 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
origins of the Scottish railway system, 1722-1844, by CJA Robertson (Edinburgh, 1983), 23. Lewis (2014), 219, gives examples of three other railway Acts authorising passengers, from 

1810, 1811 and 1812 . 

31 Carlson, 266-268, in a 'Memorial' to Liverpool Council of June 1824. 

32 Carlson, 81-84, 269-274: the 'Second Prospectus of the Company' of December 1825, that is, after the opening of the S&DR; the first 'Prospectus…', , of October 1824 had a similar 

brisk comment. The concentration of both prospectus' was on improved carriage of goods.  

33 Proceedings of the committee of the House of Commons on the Liverpool and Manchester Railroad [sic] Bill, sessions 1825 (London, 1825): in a rapid check of the 772 close-printed 

pages, this author found no references to passenger travel. 

34 Carlson, 141. 
35 Carlson, 157 and note 5. A summary account in Hansard's The parliamentary debates, (vol XV, London, 1827), columns 89-94, has no mention of passenger traffic. 

36 House of Lords, the sessional papers 1801-33, vol. 209 (1826), 180. 

37 Carlson, 182. 

38 Kirby, 61, 63-5. 
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In contrast, the L&MR had vacillated between horse, locomotive and stationary-engine 

traction. Stephenson, the great advocate of locomotive use, was in bad odour with some of 

the directors following the failure of the first L&MR Act in 1825. With the line adapted and 

resurveyed by other engineers for the second Parliamentary Act, the company decided not 

to insert any reference to locomotive use and the hearings were dominated by discussions 

on horse traction. With Stephenson's subsequent return to the Company it was assumed 

that his original ideas to use mainly locomotives (together with a couple of stationary engines 

on the inclines) would go forward. But as the line neared completion, other engineers 

reported that it would be better and cheaper to run the entire railway with a series of 

stationary engines, working the traffic in a 'pass-the-parcel' fashion. When some of the 

directors took fright at this it took all of Stephenson's persuasion to make a case for the 

locomotive, which centred on its 

potential for improvement. The 

arguments were tested in the 

Rainhill Trials of October 1829,  

less than a year before the 

opening. 

 

FIG. 11:  Liverpool Mercury        1st May 1829. 

 

Famously, Rocket won convincingly. But Rainhill is often presented as a competition for the 

best locomotive design for the Company to use, when in fact its role, even at this late stage, 

was to see if locomotives would be used at all.39 

 

There was a similar uncertainty shown in the L&MR's operating practice. An important 

element of its significance is that it opened with a fully-formed control that reserved all its 

operations and facilities into its own hands rather than having numerous operators or 

contractors as did the S&DR. This was to be the future of the modern railway. It is something 

of a surprise then to see that the Company was theoretically open to any operator who 

wished to use the line, subject to fees and conditions, although this was seldom practised.40 

Rather more fundamental is the indecision which wracked the company over how it was to 

be operated. In June 1829, as the railway neared completion, the company elected to be the 

main carrier on the railway itself. In September, however, it considered contracting out the 

passenger traffic, and later that month opened negotiations with a Manchester canal carrier 

for it to operate the line and provide warehousing, with the railway company supplying the 

line, rolling stock and engines. In January 1830, it was the carrier which decided to withdraw 

at the last minute and the railway, caught on the hop, hurriedly had to arrange for other 

contract services. It was only sometime after the opening that the L&M board decided to 

operate the railway itself.41 

 

All of this discussion of the details of the two railways may seem somewhat esoteric. 

However, it is an attempt to rebalance the debate about the relative merits of the two 

companies. In recent years, the significance of the S&DR in the creation of the modern 

railway has generally fallen. From the heady and unjustified fame for all kinds of 'firsts', a 

                                                           
39 Carlson, 214. 
40 Carlson, 244-5.  

41 RS Fitzgerald, Liverpool Road Station, Manchester: an historical and architectural survey (Manchester, 1980), 29-30. 
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reaction set in which seriously downgraded the role of the Darlington line and uplifted that of 

the Liverpool railway. One was a glorified waggonway, a coal mover, reliant on horses, 

totally surprised by passenger demand and crude in its response. The other was a pure-bred 

modern railway, with its vision of locomotive power, mass passenger travel, dedicated fully-

functioning facilities and recognition of the necessity for a monopoly of operations under its 

own control.  

 

It is suggested above that this is clearly not the whole story: the reality is much more 

complex than that, and more interesting. The Darlington railway, never a waggonway, might 

even be said to have had the clearer vision. Through the hard knocks of money shortages, 

operating difficulties and the limitations of contemporary engineering, it had discovered what 

would be necessary by the start of 1829, at a time when the L&MR was still vacillating over 

vital traction and operating decisions. The S&DR is perhaps best thought of as the 'prototype 

modern railway', with all the experiments and testing that that implies, and the L&MR as the 

'complete modern railway', which it was to become soon after opening. 

 

This is not the place to discuss the later impact of the S&DR in any detail.  Briefly, its impact 

on the locality and region was dramatic. Between 1821 and '31 the population of Darlington 

increased by 44%, Stockton's by 54%: at both places the railway was described in a 

contemporary publication as having had a 'vast' effect.42 It was the basis for the creation of 

Middlesbrough as a major industrial city. It founded New Shildon and Saltburn, was the core 

reason for the growth of other settlements such as Tow Law and Witton Park - and even for 

the birth of Newton Aycliffe. It saved the Consett ironworks, founded others along its route 

and expanded the Weardale iron ore and limestone industries. It established the great 

Cleveland ore industry and enabled the Teesside iron and steel works, as it did the collieries 

and coke works of the south-west Durham coalfield, and served as the basis for the 

engineering works found in Shildon, Darlington and Stockton. It exemplified, even by the 

early 1830’s, the astonishing impact that the public railway could make. 

 

These real achievements were matched, and often exceeded, by the wider reputation 

popularly awarded to the S&DR. By then part of the North Eastern Railway, it celebrated its 

50th anniversary in 1875, with various 'first's bandied around. These were little disputed, with 

the L&MR passing its own 50th in 1880 with no commemoration. For the grand 100th of the 

S&DR in 1925, a host of national and international railways came to the line in homage to its 

role as the founder of the modern railway, while Liverpool staged only a local pageant for its 

equivalent in 1930.43  The 150th in1975 surely remains the 

largest world-wide celebration of the history of the railway. It was 

these types of eye-catching presentations that have cemented 

the status of the line with the general public, at home and 

abroad. Whatever the merits, the widespread and long-running 

perceptions of the role of the S&DR is an undoubted factor in its 

significance. 

 

 

FIG. 12: the medal given out by the NER in 1925. 

                                                           
42 Pigot 1834, 11-12, 50. 
43 In fact, the successor to the L&MR, the London & North Western Railway, added its own weight to its Darlington rival in 1925, producing a booklet entitled Centenary of Railways, 

1825-1925. 
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________________________ 

There is a side-effect of the S&DR which turned out to be crucial to the future of the railway. 

George Stephenson initially met with Edward Pease on the day that the first S&DR Act 

passed in Parliament. This original plan, by a Welsh engineer, included using horse-traction 

on L-shaped plate-rails, requiring a circuitous route to minimise the gradients. Stephenson 

and colleague Nicholas Wood persuaded Pease to consider a wholly new approach: a 

steam railway using stationary engines and locomotives; running on edge rails; on a more 

direct route. Surprisingly, considering that the existing plan, so hard won, was now ready to 

go, Pease agreed to check out Stephenson's locomotives at Killingworth.  

 

This visit captivated the famously dour Pease, and led to the 

making of three truly momentous decisions. Pease would ensure 

that Stephenson's plans and locomotives were adopted for the 

railway, despite the delay and expense that a new Act would 

cause. Secondly, he, with cousin and fellow shareholder Thomas 

Richardson, would finance Stephenson in an engine-building 

business, which became Robert Stephenson & Company. 

Finally, the two men would remould and remarket the somewhat 

rough-and-ready George. Hard though it might be to envisage 

the severe Quaker Pease as a Simon Cowell figure, that is the 

role he took – George must raise his fees so that he was taken 

seriously, dress himself professionally and move away from his 

disruptive old friends. He could then be sold to the spate of projected new railways as the 

most experienced locomotive designer, the only specialist railway engineer, the only safe 

pair of hands.44 

 

These three decisions were crucial in determining the processes leading to the railway age. 

Without them there is a field day of 'what ifs?' What would have happened without the new 

Darlington plan, without Robert Stephenson & Company, and Rainhill, and Rocket? Would 

George and Robert still have led the railway revolution? Certainly the story, the style, the 

dates, would have been very different.  

__________________ 

 

These assessments are a modern perspective on the merits of the two railways, viewed with 

context, hindsight and in the light of modern sources. In many ways such a view is irrelevant: 

the true test is in how they were perceived at the time. Did they indeed inspire the railway 

age?  

 

Canals and turnpike roads had been the great public transport innovation of the 18th century. 

Railways, when considered at all, were looked upon as waggonways, only useful in industrial 

areas and limited by horse traction to relatively short distances. This started to change in the 

early 19th century, when increasing demand for inland transport in an accelerating industrial 

transformation meant that railways were regarded anew. The introduction of the stronger 

and more efficient iron rail and the demonstration of pioneering and increasingly practical 

locomotives opened the possibilities for long-distance public railways as a commercial 

opportunity.  

                                                           
44 A Guy, 'North eastern locomotive pioneers 1805 to 1827: a reassessment' in Early railways [1], ed. by A Guy & J Rees (London, 2001), 130-131.  
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A number of railway companies were proposed in the first 'railway mania' of the early 1820’s, 

many of them effectively scams or highly speculative to the extent that it worried the 

government of the day.45 Of these the S&DR was the most ambitious, the first to open, and 

of particular interest through its use of locomotives: scrutinised by interested observers it 

most clearly opened the debate between the canal and railway lobbyists. Widely and 

positively reported by the press, the public became much more aware of the railway in 

general and of its potential as an investment.46  

 

Over the next few years, the S&DR demonstrated an increase in its estimated traffic and 

started to produce very healthy profits – in fact it would be the most profitable railway in 

Britain right up to 186047 - its dividends …took with it the hopes of other shareholders than 

its own.48 Furthermore, it introduced to the general public the commercial and personal 

possibilities of large-scale passenger travel. As has been seen, it had much to learn, but it 

learned fast. Henry Booth, the treasurer of the L&MR and one of its most influential voices, 

called it …the great theatre of practical operations on railways….49 In a classic study of the 

economics of transport history, it was said of the passing of the first S&D Bill, it would be a 

little melodramatic to date the beginning of the railway age from this very day…But all that 

now followed was in fact the culmination of this initial stroke.50 Technically, financially, 

publicly, it had succeeded: the first large-scale demonstration of a new style of railway, a 

new form of inland transport.  

 

In the period 1825-30, the only other railway attracting such attention was the Liverpool & 

Manchester. Here was the S&DR writ large: longer, busier, more ambitious, much more 

expensive, and connecting two great cities rather than two small towns: it vividly showed 

how the Darlington concept could be scaled up. The Rainhill trials particularly attracted wide 

coverage with the drama of the contest, and the winning engine was evidently so far ahead 

technically that another avenue was opened – speed. The Darlington locomotives had 

plodded along at a steady 5 to10 mph – coal was in no hurry and speed could be sacrificed 

for economy and a reduction in track damage - while the horse-drawn railway coaches went 

at only about 10 or 12mph.51 Rocket however demonstrated that speeds of 25 or even 

30mph were achievable, sustainable and sufficiently economical. It was, in that over-worked 

word, sensational.  

 

In 1831, an engineer commented on Rainhill that …the public are already familiar with the 

result. The most sanguine advocate of locomotive Engines did not anticipate a speed greater 

than ten or twelve miles an hour, and from that moment the question between fixed and 

locomotive engines has been considered as settled.52  The Quarterly Review said of …the 

brilliant success… of the trials, that they gave a new vision of the locomotive and …affords 

                                                           
45 As one interested Londoner wrote, '… we are all rail road mad in this metropolis in defiance of the Chancellor’s threats…': Durham County Record Office, NCB1/JB/571, 7.FEB.1825, 

John Gray to John Buddle. And see House of Commons (1825), 340, 702. 
46 For example, the opening was reported by the Morning Post , Examiner [both published in London], Newcastle Courant, Leeds Mercury, Liverpool Mercury, Aberdeen Journal, 

Caledonian Mercury [Edinburgh], Berrow's Worcester Journal, Ipswich Journal, Hampshire Telegraph and many others. 

47 MW Kirby, 'Stockton & Darlington Railway', in The Oxford companion to British railway history, ed. by J Simmons and G Biddle (Oxford, 2000), 478.  

48 British transport: an economic survey from the seventeenth century to the twentieth, by HJ Dyos and DH Aldcroft (Pelican edit ion, 1974), 126. The successful opening of the S&DR 

immediately increased the stock price of the L&MR: Caledonian Mercury, 13.OCT.1825. 

49 Account of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, by Henry Booth (Liverpool, 1831), 68. He included in this the other steam waggonways in the north east. 

50 Dyos & Aldcroft, 121.  

51 Railways in England: 1826 and 1827, by C von Oeynhausen and H von Dechen (translation, Newcomen Society, 1971, from the two original publications in 1829), 5, 15. 

52 A descriptive and historical account of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway by J Kirwan (Glasgow & London, 1831), 6. 
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rational ground to anticipate, at no very distant period, the introduction of these wonderful 

machines, at least on the principal thoroughfares throughout the kingdom.53  Henry Booth's 

reaction verged on the existential: …perhaps the most striking result produced by the 

completion of this Railway, is the sudden and marvellous change which has been effected in 

our ideas of time and space.54 For MP and grouch Thomas Creevey, travelling at speed on 

the L&MR only produced the fear of instant death and …a headache which has not left me 

yet.55 

 

Rainhill had focused intense interest on the progress of the L&M, this difficult, hugely 

expensive, highly-engineered line, with its grand architecture and stable of new locomotives. 

The opening was suitably dramatic: the death of Huskisson contributed tragedy, the 

presence of the Duke of Wellington added celebrity plus a dose of political controversy. The 

debut was a technical and popular triumph and achieved comprehensive coverage. The 

consistent success of the Darlington and Liverpool railways was just what was needed by 

the other great public railway projects in the pipeline.56 Some would prove better found than 

others, but these two pioneering railways had clearly shown that the concept itself was 

sound. 

 

FIG. 14: Opening of the L&MR, 15th 

September 1830. 

 

 

Observers from the United States and 

from the continent of Europe flooded to 

Britain at the end of the Napoleonic 

Wars to see its advances in 

industrialisation. In transport terms, both 

areas were highly experienced in canal 

operations, but considerably less so in 

railways and with hardly any direct 

knowledge of locomotive design and practice.57 In the 1820’s the usual itinerary was to 

inspect the cog railway at Leeds, and Stephenson's two showpieces, his Killingworth Colliery 

locomotives and his well-publicised steam railway at Hetton, near Sunderland which 

operated with locomotives and stationary engines over difficult ground.  

The widespread publicity generated by the construction and opening of the S&DR led to it 

becoming an essential part of this tour: with its locomotive use and passenger traffic, and as 

the foremost commercial railway in operation, it proved highly influential.58  

 

                                                           
53 The Quarterly Review, vol XLII (London, 1830), 390. 

54 Booth, 89. Prior to Rainhill, many locomotive engineers played down the potential speed of the engines so as not to scare the natives. John Stevens, a pioneering American steam 

promoter and engineer, was astonishingly prescient when he wrote in 1812 that locomotives should be able to run at 100 mph: Documents tending to prove the superior advantages of 

railways and steam carriages over canal navigation (New York, 1812, repr. 1852). 

55 The Creevey Papers, ed. by Sir H Maxwell (London, 1904), 203. 
56 Dyos & Aldcroft, 126: the three early trunk routes from London to: Birmingham; to Southampton; and to Bristol, '…drew their inspiration directly from the pioneering work which had 

been done in Durham and Lancashire…'.  

57 M Clarke, 'The first steam locomotives on the European mainland'; I Cowburn, 'The origins of the St Etienne rail roads, 1816-38; French industrial espionage and British technology 

transfer', both in Early Railways [1]; Description of the Rail Road from Liverpool to Manchester… by P Moreau (translation, Boston 1833, from the French edition of 1831). 

58 For example, an account of the opening of the S&DR was printed just weeks later in the Boston Daily Advertiser on 17.NOV.1825, and in Baltimore's Niles' Weekly Register on the 

19th. Niles' printed follow-up stories on 18.FEB.1826 and 17.MAR.1827. 
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As one example, two officials sent from Prussia in 1826 published a report on current British 

railway practice, with a comprehensive description of the Darlington railway that was given 

over twice the length of any other account: This railway is at present unquestionably the best 

in Great Britain; it will soon be surpassed, however, by the new Liverpool & Manchester 

Railway, a great and practical undertaking which is now being built. Also, this great railway is 

being constructed on essentially the same principles as those adopted at Darlington, and by 

the same engineer, Mr G Stephenson of Newcastle. They particularly noted the remarkable 

increase in passenger traffic between Stockton and Darlington, from two road coaches a 

week, …and these were often almost empty… to the railway's three full coaches a day, or 

from about 20 people a week to 350.59 

 

Railway projects on the Continent were often involved in matters of state or politics. In the 

United States the situation was similar to that in Britain: railways were primarily a commercial 

concern, but required the approval of the legislature. In the 1820’s there were bitter 

arguments between the canal and railway lobbyists as to which form was best suited for 

inland transport, and the debate looked to Britain for information on locomotives and the 

public railways.60 The S&DR, and later the L&MR, were the obvious sources.61  

 

FIG. 15: Copy of a news item from a 

Liverpool newspaper,  

reprinted by Niles' Weekly Register, 

Baltimore, 17th March 1827. 

 

 

This can be seen particularly clearly in the 

Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, which would come 

to be regarded as the first of the modern 

railways in the US. In the late 1820’s, 

Pennsylvania, Maryland and Virginia were 

debating the vital matter of whether a strategic 

canal or a railway should be built across their 

states. The railway lobby had a certain amount 

of information from the few American waggonways, but was then energised by the opening 

of the S&DR, which, said one historian of the B&O, …heralded the beginning of a new age 

of transportation.62 In 1826, the brother of a leading Baltimore banker went over to England 

to see the S&DR at work and reported back enthusiastically. A group was formed to explore 

the practicalities of a railway, informed principally through reports on British examples. They 

agreed, against strong pressure from the canal lobby, to form a company to build a 250-mile 

railway. Engineers were sent over to Darlington and Liverpool to inspect and report back on 

the progress of both, during which they formed particularly close ties with the L&MR, 

                                                           
59 Oeynhausen & Decken, 1, authors' note n2. 
60 AM Levitt, 'How America discovered the railway', Early Railways 3.The gibe about the 'little ditch', given earlier, was from a canal lobbyist arguing against the proposed Baltimore & 

Ohio railway. 

61 See, for example, EJ Heydinger, 'The English influence on American railroads', in the Railway and Locomotive Historical Society Bulletin, no 91 (Boston, 1954); Remarks on the 

practicality and expediency of establishing a rail road on one or more routes from Boston to the Connecticut River, by 'the Editor of the Boston Daily Advertiser' (Boston, 1827), 1, 45-50, 

70, which has an extended account of the S&DR, particularly regarding passenger travel; and A treatise on rail-roads and internal communications by T Earle (Philadelphia, 1830), 106, 

which stated that the S&DR's success ('The stock has greatly risen. The passengers and the trade on the line have increased four-fold') had opened the public mind to constructing railways 

rather than canals.  

62 The Great Road: the building of the Baltimore & Ohio, the nation's first railroad, 1828-1855, by JD Dilts (Stanford, 1993), 26. 
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attending with them locomotive trials in the north east and at Rainhill.63 It helped them decide 

on locomotive power and on adopting many features from the new British railways: In many 

ways, the Liverpool and Manchester served as the model for the B&O, which appropriated a 

good deal of British rail technology….64  The Baltimore part-opened in 1830, just a few 

months before the L&MR. 

  

Similar direct connections can be seen with the Delaware & Hudson and the South Carolina, 

two of the earliest American public railways. The advisor to both was Horatio Allen, who 

visited Britain at the beginning of 1828 to see its railways first-hand. He came away with 

details on the Darlington and Liverpool lines, after conversations with Timothy Hackworth 

and having been shown round the L&MR constructions by Stephenson himself.65  

 

FIG. 16: Niles' Weekly Register, 

Baltimore, 26th December 1829. 

Ross Winans became a leading 

American locomotive engineer 

and manufacturer, the Brown 

brothers were senior figures in the 

B&O Rail Road. 

 

 

It was gratefully acknowledged by 

the Prussian and American visitors 

how forthcoming the Darlington and 

Liverpool railways were with their 

time and information (as were the 

Hetton and Killingworth collieries), 

allowing them to return home with very detailed notes on technology and operations which 

then formed a pool of knowledge in both countries. Other British and overseas visitors were 

similarly indulged, serving as a potent reinforcement of the influence of the two English 

railways.  

 

For many other projects, at home and abroad, information about the Liverpool and 

Darlington railways came from books and periodicals. They enjoy wide coverage in the 

press, far more than other railways at the time. With the S&DR, the initial interest was in 

locomotives powering a public railway, immediately followed by the revelation of passenger 

transport. As the influential Quarterly Review said in 1830 of '…the celebrated Stockton and 

Darlington railway…, its coach service provided a …new and striking light in which it 

practically demonstrated all the advantages of this invention…it would be difficult to convey 

an idea of the interest excited by this extraordinary conveyance, and the novelty of the whole 

scene.66   

 

                                                           
63 Preliminary report published 3&4.APR.1829 in The American Farmer, and Niles' Register respectively. 

64 Dilts, 36, 84-7, 90. The B&O collected numerous reports and publications on the Darlington and Liverpool railways. It was behind the anonymous publication of Experiments on rail 

roads in England, illustrative of the safety, economy and speed of transportation, which this system, as now improved, is capable of affording (Baltimore, 1829). 
65 'Diary of Horatio Allen' in the Railway and Locomotive Historical Society Bulletin, no 89 (Boston, November, 1953), 97-138. Allen was consultant to the D&HR to 1829, then 

engineer to the SCR. He returned to the USA having ordered English locomotives. In Allen's The railroad era: the first five years of its development (New York, 1884), he started his 

memoir, 'By Railroad Era, is meant the era commencing with the permanent and successful use of the locomotive on the Stockton and Darlington Railroad, in England, in the year 1825…' 

66 The Quarterly Review, vol XLII (London, 1830), 384. 
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In the case of Liverpool, a city-to-city service on the grand scale, the provision for facilities 

for all kinds of goods together with a sophisticated passenger service, stimulated by the 

drama of Rainhill.67 And if the elements that comprised these railways were not actually new, 

their combination was perceived as innovative and dramatic. Darlington and Liverpool were 

the showcases - no other railways at the time offered such experiences.  

 

 

 
 

 

FIG. 17: The grandeur of the Liverpool & Manchester contrasted sharply with the 

simplicity of the S&DR. This is another print from Ackerman's series, which was 

available with editions in French, Italian, Spanish and German. 

 

What they had in common, and the crucial point that inspired so many other railways, was 

that they had been shown to be successful, both technically and financially. They 

established that there was a ready market for the new railways and that initial estimates 

could be greatly exceeded. Locomotives could be reliable and more economical than horses 

or stationary engines and Rainhill demonstrated that there was a still greater potential for 

improvement. Real distance-crunching speed was shown to be achievable, promising a 

performance which was unobtainable by road or canal. Both railways demonstrated that 

serious concerns in Parliament that railways would ruin canal shareholders and reduce 

property values, that locomotives would panic horses, damage livestock, and be a nuisance 

in towns, were unfounded, while the public service imposed by legislation could still be 

realised profitably. 

 

And profit was the key message broadcast by the two railways. The new railways needed 

not just engineers but investors. For some it was a local matter, a better, cheaper, faster 

service for their businesses. For others, such as the financiers, entrepreneurs and personal 

investors, it was a simple case of a good return on their money. The Darlington and 

Liverpool railways clearly showed that both ambitions were possible, a boost for the local 

                                                           
67 See, for example, the prestigious Journal of the Franklin Institute, new series, vol 5 (Philadelphia, 1830), 186-210 (March 1830), 257-264 (April 1830), which contained detailed reports 

on the Rainhill trials; in Simmons and Biddle, 416, '…the news of it being published day by day as far afield as Boston, Massachusetts.' 
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economy combined with high dividends and greatly increased share prices. They were the 

break-through that launched the railway age. 
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The Emergence of the Modern Railway, the Legacy of the S&DR  
 
Dr. Michael R. Bailey, MBE, DPhil, MA 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The Stockton & Darlington Railway was the fuse that triggered the main line railway 

explosion.  It provided the direct link between the technology and operating experience of 

the northeast colliery railways and the start-up of inter-urban railways.  The construction of 

the line, its track, locomotives, vehicles and operating practices were all precursors to main 

line railway operation.  From 1830 railways formed a network of lines linking the towns of 

Britain and, in the next decades, the towns of other European countries and countries further 

afield.  This paper examines this direct link between the Stockton & Darlington Railway and 

the earliest main lines, commencing with the first between Liverpool and Manchester, the 

route of which was surveyed and built shortly after the opening of the Darlington line. 

 

The specification for building the Stockton & Darlington Railway was based on the 

unidirectional movement of coal from the West Durham coalfield, firstly for land-sale in 

Darlington, Stockton and other north-east towns, and secondly for coast-wise and export 

shipments from the River Tees.   This earliest public transport corridor also provided, to a 

lesser extent, provision for the transport of other materials along the line.  The specification 

was therefore based on experience gained with private colliery lines, such as the Killingworth 

Wagonway and the Hetton Railway.  Being a public railway, however, the line was novel 

requiring a new operating discipline. 

 

The horse-drawn and locomotive-drawn wagon trains for the movement of coal were 

accompanied by an equivalent number of trains of empty wagons returning in the other 

direction.  To meet the anticipated demand for the line, the engineer, George Stephenson 

(1781-1848), designed the line to be of single track, with passing loops each quarter of a 

mile, allowing conflicting trains to pass on a ‘first come, first served’ basis.68  Stephenson 

recommended that the track, laid to his standard gauge of 4 ft. 8 in. (1422 mm), should be of 

rolled wrought iron, and 2/3rds of its length was so laid.  The remainder, at the request of the 

hesitant directors, was of cast iron.  Those locomotives that were used were developed from 

Stephenson’s Killingworth and Hetton type which operated loaded coal trains at typically 6 

miles per hour and empty wagons at 8 miles per hour. 

 

The railway company let contracts to independent firms to convey coal and other traffic 

along the line.  As operations got under way in September 1825, the railway’s directors were 

aware of the railway’s spare capacity, and initiated arrangements towards the independent 

operation of occasional passenger services.  These horse-drawn services were operated by 

competing companies at speeds averaging 10 miles per hour.  

 

The Company contracted out all of its track maintenance requirements, as well as its 

locomotive and horse-drawn train operations, and rope-worked inclines, the contractors 
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receiving a predetermined rate for one ton conveyed each mile.  Horse-drawn trains 

continued for many years, operating in tandem with locomotive-drawn trains. 

 

The engineering and operating practices and experience of the Stockton & Darlington 

Railway were influential in the start-ups of several other railway schemes around the 

country.69  The well-founded prospects of healthy returns on the investment in the railway 

stimulated the interest of investors in the London capital market.  The banker, Thomas 

Richardson, was a cousin of the railway’s senior promoter, Edward Pease, and both of them 

were partners in the manufacturing firm of Robert Stephenson & Co.  This firm was founded 

in 1823 to fulfil the anticipated machinery requirements, including steam locomotives, for a 

growing colliery and railway market.   

 

The railway’s expected returns were ‘talked up’ by Richardson and fellow investors in 1824, 

and such were the expectations that there was a flurry of interest in further railway projects.70 

By January 1825, nine months before the opening of the Stockton and Darlington line, there 

were no less than 20 railway schemes being promoted, requiring a cumulative investment of 

just under £14 million (£48.7 billion in 2015 values)71.   Four long-distance railways may be 

noted in particular: 

 

 London Northern Railroad between the capital and the West Midlands, East 
Midlands, Northwest and Hull 

 

 Liverpool and Manchester Railroad 
 

 Liverpool and Birmingham Railroad 
 

 London and South Wales Railroad between the capital and the province’s industrial 
valleys 

 

Most of the schemes, including the two London-based long-distance railway schemes, did 

not attract sufficient investment capital, however.  This was a consequence of the stock 

market crash of 1825, which saw the closure of six London banks and sixty country banks, 

forcing investors to reduce their risks substantially.72 

 

Nevertheless, between 1825, the year the Stockton & Darlington Railway opened, and 1830, 

the year that the first inter-urban railway was opened between Liverpool and Manchester, 

the Stockton & Darlington company generated dividends of 5 to 6 per cent.73  Encouraged by 

these returns in that period, Parliament passed 34 Bills for new railway schemes into law 

with a combined share and loan capital exceeding £3million (£10.43 billion in 2015 values).74  

A further £852,000 was also passed for railway use through 19 additional railway Bills for 

extensions and further powers.  Just under a hundred miles of rail routes had been opened 

throughout Britain before the Liverpool & Manchester route opened in September 1830.75 
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2. Liverpool & Manchester Railway 

 

The two Liverpool based railway schemes survived the London stock market crash of 1825 

and continued to be pursued by Liverpool’s own capital market, the lead being taken by the 

Liverpool and Manchester Railroad scheme.   

 

Consideration for laying a railroad (later known as a railway) between the port town of 

Liverpool and the industrial town of Manchester begun in 1822 was encouraged by the 

attentions of William James, the land agent who knew Stephenson very well and was 

familiar with the Darlington railway project.  He had the vision to see a pressing need for 

such a route, with the prospect of a significant return on the investment.76  The 32-mile 

corridor between the two towns had poor transport communications for the 1,000 tons 

conveyed each day of raw cotton and food imports, and export of finished cotton goods and 

manufactured products.77  A tortuous and expensive journey by the Mersey & Irwell 

Navigation, or the Bridgewater Canal for manufactured goods, and by road-coach along the 

turnpike road for passengers, was shown to be unsatisfactory.  These traffics, together with 

coal traffic from within the Lancashire coal-field, created a different specification for the 

design of this railway compared to the Stockton and Darlington line. 

 

Encouraged by the initial success and profitability of the Stockton & Darlington Railway, the 

Act for the Liverpool & Manchester Railway was passed, at the second attempt, in May 

1826, and construction of the line began later that year.78  Stephenson was engaged as the 

line’s engineer, and he brought with him assistant engineers who had been apprenticed to 

him in Newcastle, some of whom had assisted him during the building of the Darlington line.  

Whilst the line was largely built by Irish and Lancashire labourers, the ‘overlookers’ were 

mainly  men who had previously been engaged on building the Stockton & Darlington line, 

and with whom Stephenson had built a working relationship.79   

 

The track adopted by Stephenson was a development of that successfully used on the 

Stockton & Darlington line, but the extra speeds and loads of the Liverpool & Manchester 

services required a heavier-duty rail.  Wrought-iron rails weighing 35lb per yard were 

adopted, a 25 per cent increase over the 28 lb rails used on the Darlington line.80  Stone 

sleepers were also adopted on secure ground, although wooden sleepers were used on 

stretches that were less secure, such as high embankments and the length of line across 

Chat Moss.  The weight of rail was later shown to be inadequate for the frequency and loads 

of the services that were passing, and after just three years the line was re-laid with 50 lb, 

and later 60 lb rails. 

 

From the outset, it was understood that the volume of raw materials, foodstuffs, finished 

goods and mineral traffic would require dedicated tracks for each direction between the two 

towns.  The further introduction of passenger operations in timetabled separation from the 

goods and mineral movements was also seen to offer further potential for the line.  Unlike 

the ponderous uni-directional coal traffic on the Stockton and Darlington line, the potential for 

motive power improvements and reduction in transit time along the line introduced the 
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characteristics of a new mode of transport.  This bi-directional timetabled main line railway, 

was to be the model for the remainder of the country and the world to copy. 

 

In anticipation of the eventual joining up of the country’s separate railway systems into a 

network of routes, George Stephenson argued for continuing the 4ft 8 in track gauge of the 

Stockton & Darlington line and some of the private colliery lines in the northeast of 

England.81  The gauge was however widened by a half an inch prior to the opening of the 

line, to allow for easement of tight clearances.82 

 

The Stockton & Darlington Railway employed horses, steam locomotives and stationary 

winding engines.  The Directors of the Liverpool & Manchester Railway travelled to the 

northeast in the autumn of 1828 to understand better the costs and advantages of each form 

of motive power employed on the Darlington line.83  However, for the Liverpool railway to 

offer faster, cheaper and more profitable operations, required its motive power to be 

significantly improved, and Stephenson argued tenaciously for locomotive power to be 

adopted, promising improvements to its design and reliability.84  With Stephenson so deeply 

engaged on the building of the line in the late 1820’s, however, it was only through the 

remarkably intuitive design and trial endeavours of his son and fellow engineer, Robert 

Stephenson (1803-1859), that such remarkable progress was made by the time of the 

railway’s opening in September 1830. 

 

George Stephenson’s locomotives on the northeast colliery lines and on the Stockton and 

Darlington line were slow and cumbersome, but fulfilled the needs of the predominant coal 

traffic.   However, the engineering progress that Robert Stephenson made in just 33 months 

following his return from South America at the end of 1827 to the opening of the Liverpool 

and Manchester line was one of the great advancements in engineering history.85  The 

lighter, faster and stronger prototype locomotives, culminating in the Planet class, first 

adopted on the Liverpool & Manchester Railway, were demonstrably stronger, faster and 

more efficient than those of the northeast coal lines. 

 

The historic Rainhill Trials of October 1829 confirmed to the railway’s directors that George 

Stephenson had been right to press for steam locomotives to be used.  Furthermore, it also 

demonstrated that, in spite of accusations by some directors of a conflict of interest, the 

Stephensons’ own Newcastle-Upon-Tyne factory was the most experienced firm to build 

them.  Even so, the first few years of operations had problems of unreliability as material 

technology caught up with the new design features, to meet the services’ more demanding 

operating speeds and load-haul requirements. 

 

The opening of the line by an entourage of noblemen, ladies and politicians, including the 

Prime Minister the Duke of Wellington, occurred on the 15th September 1830 and, after an 

initial excursion between the towns the following day, regular passenger services 

commenced on the 17th September.  The take up of places by passengers, encouraged by 

the faster journeys and much shorter travelling times than originally anticipated, astonished 

the directors and it soon became apparent that they had underestimated the demand by a 
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large margin.86  Nearly 450,000 passengers travelled on the line in the first full year of 

service, some ten times the number carried on the Stockton & Darlington line in its first year 

of operation.  Additional locomotives and carriages were required to meet the demand, and 

production at the Stephenson Company’s Newcastle factory was stepped up beyond its 

initial capacity.  Some component manufacture, especially boilers, had to be sub-contracted 

to other firms such as the Bedlington Iron Works. 

 

Following the practice on the Stockton & Darlington line, the public nature of the Liverpool & 

Manchester Railway, whereby independent contractors (‘carriers’) would handle all goods 

traffic, was likewise adopted.  Whilst these carriers provided their own wagons, motive power 

was supplied by the railway company.  Although the directors initially expected that goods 

handling facilities would also be provided by them, it was clear, at a late date, that the 

Liverpool & Manchester Railway itself should hastily build its own such facilities.  Whilst the 

goods warehouse at Manchester was completed just in time for the opening of the line in 

September 1830, other goods handling arrangements took longer to arrange and goods 

services did not therefore commence until the 4th of December 1830.  After just two months 

however, the railway was dissatisfied with the build-up of traffic and decided to become a 

carrier itself. 

 

Such was the demand for new services on the Liverpool and Manchester line, that 

recruitment of staff with backgrounds suitable for training for the new tasks was set in hand.  

Some drivers and firemen, formally engaged on the Stockton & Darlington line and colliery 

wagonways, were offered employment on the new services, their duties requiring them to 

train further firemen to a standard suitable for regular passenger and goods services.  By 

1832 about 60 enginemen employed by the railway were from the northeast.87  Guards were 

recruited from road coach services or from those who had experience as liverymen on 

noblemen’s carriages.  Policemen, acting as signalmen, were recruited from naval or army 

service, whilst clerical staff were recruited from commerce and from canal service, some of 

the terms adopted for the railway being similar to those used in that industry. 

 

 

3. The Development of the Main Line Railway Network 

 

Although there had been a slow start-up to its goods services, the Liverpool & Manchester 

Railway successfully introduced the ‘main line’ railway era, progressing both engineering 

and operating practices from those adopted on the Stockton & Darlington line.  The demand 

for passenger services and the eventual take-up of goods services provided a new joint 

stock business that was very profitable.  10 per cent annual dividends were paid on its 

shares for many years.88  The Liverpool and London capital markets were quick to see the 

benefits of railway investments and sought to promote further routes building to a railway 

network, mostly standardised on the Stephenson gauge of 4 ft. 8 ½ in. (1435 mm). 

 

The capital market quickly recognised the demand for railway developments, firstly 

connecting with the Liverpool & Manchester Railway, before spreading to many other towns 

and cities around the United Kingdom.  In the first six years after the opening of the Liverpool 
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to Manchester line in 1830, no less than 94 Bills were enacted by Parliament for new rail 

routes, extensions and further powers.89 The combined share and loan capital for these 

routes was £38.7 million (£147.9 billion at 2015 values)90.  By 1836 the railway mileage 

opened throughout Britain had quadrupled to 400. 

 

The very successful introduction of railways, both on the Stockton & Darlington and 

Liverpool & Manchester Railways caught the attention of businessmen and engineers from 

other countries.  Men, such as Mark Seguin from France, and several engineers from the 

United States of America, including William Strickland, Horatio Allen, William Gibbs McNeill 

and George Washington Whistler, visited England to see for themselves the new mode of 

transport in operation and appreciate the opportunities which presented themselves in their 

own countries.91 

 

In the 1830’s and 1840’s further routes were quickly pursued in northern Europe and North 

America which allowed for the exploration and development of land, in turn stimulating 

economic and social progress in those lands.  From the 1850’s, main line railways were to 

be laid in the Middle East, India, the Orient and Australasia, in turn opening up these 

continents to economic progress.  Africa and South America were to follow later in the 

century. 

 

 

4. Liverpool & Manchester Railway infrastructure: The Present Position 

 

The world’s first main line railway, between Liverpool and Manchester, thus formed an 

important part in world transport development.  Although both its terminal stations were by-

passed after just a few years operation, the line itself remains in use as a major artery in the 

country’s railway network, and many of the structures opened in 1830 remain in place.  The 

route has however recently been modernised by the installation of 25 kV overhead electric 

masts and cabling, and fast electric services now operate along the line. 

 

In Liverpool, the original structures at the Edge Hill site have been dismantled over many 

years, and the site of the Crown Street passenger station has long been cleared.  No 

attempt has been made to allow visitors onto the Edge Hill motive power exchange sidings, 

or into the extant tunnel leading down to the docks level, although the deep sandstone 

cutting and tunnel remain as an unused reminder of such an historic transport facility. 

 

Many of the route’s historic structures and features survive, however, even following the 

recent electrification programme.  Locations, such as Olive Mount cutting, Sankey Viaduct 

and Chat Moss remain particular features along the line. 

 

At the Liverpool Road station site in Manchester, the original passenger station, covered 

carriage sidings, and the earliest goods warehouse survive as a remarkable grade 1 listed 

complex of buildings. The site forms part of the Museum of Science & Industry, which has 

now been subsumed into the Science Museum Group.92  The tracks running from the main 
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Liverpool line have continued to run into the site until the present time.  They run over the 

two-span bridge across the Irwell River built by George Stephenson in 1830 – his initials 

remain in the keystone under the western arch of this Grade 1 listed bridge.  The approach 

track into the Liverpool Road Terminus, and the adjacent Grade 1 station and warehouse 

buildings have remarkably survived intact until the present day. 

 

However, controversy has been high in recent years because of Network Rail’s plans to 

build a new main line ‘chord’ across these approach tracks.  This chord, forming a triangle 

with the Piccadilly to Liverpool and Victoria to Liverpool routes, would sever the link, dating 

back to 1830, into the Liverpool Road site.  This will allow trains to be routed between 

Victoria and Piccadilly stations.  The Grade 1 railway bridge over the River Irwell is secure, 

however, and will be restored by Network Rail, but will be isolated from both the main line 

and the museum line.  The Museum’s own internal rail route will be significantly truncated, 

and journeys within its site for the visitors, operated by its replica 1830 Planet locomotive 

and carriages, will be reduced to less than a quarter of their present length. 

 

A major campaign against the Network Rail project was conducted by several organisations, 

especially English Heritage, and the matter was considered at a formal public inquiry held in 

Manchester in April 2014.  The Inquiry Inspector’s report and recommendations were passed 

to the Secretary of State for Transport and, at the end of March 2015, he was minded to 

grant a Transport and Works Order to Network Rail to allow it to proceed with building the 

Chord.  In late May, however, it was made known that an appeal has been lodged for a 

judicial review of the Secretary of State’s decision.  If his decision is eventually upheld it 

would mean that the world’s oldest main line railway will thereby be severed from its original 

Manchester terminus. 

 

 

5. World Heritage Status – railway routes and sites 

 

In 1997 the International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), which administers 

World Heritage Sites on behalf of UNESCO, initiated a year-long study to consider the role 

of railway routes and sites which might be considered for World Heritage status.  The results 

of the study, undertaken at the National Railway Museum in York to consider potential 

railway sites around the world, with historical, cultural or other claims to be unique, were duly 

reported to ICOMOS. 

 

The Paris-based organisation has, since that time, invited applications for such sites from 

national governments.  Encouraged by the ICOMOS findings, a number of countries hosting 

historic mountain railway routes have applied for, and, following rigorous assessment, 

received World Heritage status.  The list may be consulted on-line (whc.unesco.org/en/list/). 

These include the Semmering route in Austria and the Rhaetian Railway in the 

Albula/Bernina landscapes that operates between Thusis in the Swiss Canton of 

Graubünden and Tirano in northern Italy.   

 

In 2007 I was requested to consider, on behalf of ICOMOS, the Rhaetian Railway 

application, submitted by the Governments of Switzerland and Italy.  Following my report 

and further consideration by ICOMOS, UNESCO awarded the line its World Heritage status 

in 2008.  It became clear during the preparation of my report that continuity of railway 

operation, whilst maintaining aesthetic appeal was very important. The maintenance of 
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cultural and economic associations between the line and its communities were paramount 

considerations.  The qualification of former rail routes now adopted for pedestrian or cycle 

purposes as candidates for World Heritage sites has yet to be tested. 

 

In Great Britain every ten years or so, the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), 

on behalf of the Government, invites nominations from local authorities and other bodies 

regarding potential world heritage sites in England and Wales.  Similar arrangements are 

made for Scotland and Northern Ireland.  Such nominations include sites related to railway 

history.  In 2000 a nomination for World Heritage status was proposed by interested parties 

in Manchester.  The proposal included the central Manchester lengths of the Rochdale and 

Bridgewater Canals, together with the Liverpool Road station site and the Worsley coal mine 

complex.  However, with no backing from the local authorities, the nomination did not 

proceed. 

 

The last opportunity for nominations was in 2010.  In that year surviving sites associated with 

the beginnings of wagonways and railways, along with several of the earliest railway routes 

in the United Kingdom, were selected by a committee of knowledgeable persons.  This was 

under the Chairmanship of Sir Neil Cossons, former Director of the Science Museum and 

then Chairman of English Heritage.  These sites were to be incorporated into a theme-

based, rather than specifically geographic-based, nomination for World Heritage status.  The 

sites included within the application were: 

 

 Causey Arch and the Tanfield Railway 

 Wylam wagonway and Stephenson birthplace 

 Stephenson locomotive works in Newcastle-Upon-Tyne 

 The Bowes Railway 

 The Stockton & Darlington Railway (between Etherley and Darlington) 

 The Liverpool Road Station site and approach tracks in Manchester 

 

 

The NRM-based committee, chaired by Sir Neil, formed to consider this proposal, was 

composed of the following people: 

 

Helen Ashby  Then Deputy Director, National Railway Museum 

Dr. Michael Bailey Railway historian and museum consultant in early railways 

Anthony Coulls Senior Curator, Rail Vehicle Collections, National Railway Museum 

Steve Davies  Then Director of the National Railway Museum 

Prof. Colin Divall Then Professor of Railway Studies and Transport History, York 

Julia Elton  Engineering author and Honorary Secretary of the Newcomen Society 

Andy Guy  Railway historian and early railways consultant 

Dr. David Gwyn Heritage Consultant, Govannon Consultancy 

Nigel Harris  Transport journalist and Managing Editor of Rail Magazine 

Sir Howard Newby Then Vice-Chancellor of University of Liverpool and Member of the 

   Railway Heritage Committee 

Andy Savage  Executive Director, Railway Heritage Trust 

Andrew Scott  Then Director of the Science Museum and former Director of the 

   National Railway Museum 
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With little notice to formulate the nomination, there was insufficient time for local authorities 

to be approached and give their backing.  The application, titled ‘Birth of the Railway Age: 

Genesis of Modern Transport’ was submitted to the DCMS, in competition with 37 other 

nominations, in September 2010.  It was however rejected in March 2011. 

 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The Stockton & Darlington Railway was provided by a company whose directors had the 

vision and business acumen to lead the way in providing the world’s first public steam 

railway.  It developed the technology and operating practice of private colliery railways 

elsewhere in the northeast to provide a profitable utility which stimulated the economy of 

County Durham, and the West Durham coalfield in particular.  Its experience of using 

wrought iron rails and steam locomotion, together with its operating practice, provided the 

Liverpool & Manchester Railway and all subsequent mainline routes with profitable 

operations that the rest of the world was to copy. 

 

The Stockton & Darlington line was therefore the genesis that made the mainline railway 

possible, and thereby has earned a place not only in transport history, but in world economic 

and business history.  As UNESCO broadens its search for sites that provide unique 

examples of outstanding contributions to the world, the Stockton & Darlington line should be 

recognised as being the genesis of worldwide railway networks. 

 

It would be essential in any future consideration of World Heritage nominations, to obtain the 

agreement and backing of relevant local authorities, together with other involved 

organisations such as Network Rail.  Any proposal that seeks to pursue the inclusion of any 

length of the former Stockton & Darlington Railway in an application for World Heritage 

status would need to be carefully considered and prepared before submission to the DCMS.  

In this connection it is recommended that local authorities should play the major role in this 

submission. Those nominations made to DCMS are in competition with nominations from 

other parts of England and Wales.  Only when DCMS considers one or more such 

applications are worthy of development into major national candidates will time and funding 

be available to prepare such submissions to ICOMOS for its consideration on behalf of 

UNESCO. 
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Association qualification.  

 

  



 

58 

  



 

59 

A String of Pearls? The Route & Remains of the Stockton & Darlington Railway. 

Anthony Coulls 

Since the 1970s, there have been a number of initiatives to document and interpret the 

remains and route of the Stockton & Darlington Railway – perhaps the first being Peter 

Semmens’ publication “Exploring the Stockton & Darlington Railway” from 1975. Rail trails, 

footpaths, leaflets and signage have all followed as regional centres have sought to fly the 

flag for the relics in their areas. 

In the ensuing forty years, there has been much development in some places, where the 

heritage has been lost, and other locations where new discoveries have been made and if 

we are to fully consider the route of the railway as a potential World Heritage Site, it is 

perhaps apposite to examine the current position, rather than rely on the written word. 

Thus, in May 2015, I set out to record the route as much as possible of the original railway, 

from Witton Park to Stockton, but not taking in the later extensions of the system to 

Middlesbrough and Yarm, or many of the branches in the Bishop Auckland area apart from 

where they directly impacted on the 1825 railway. Needless to say, the days I went out with 

the camera were the days when the sun did not shine! 

Using maps, Google Earth and the written sources about the railway, we begin at Witton 

Park  on the hill section from there to New Shildon, where the collieries that were the very 

reason for the line’s existence were sited. Given that it is over a century since the collieries 

closed and that there was much later development on the site, there is precious little left, and 

only a few contemporary farm buildings remain along with the line of the railway between 

some older stone walls. However, standing back, one can gain an impression with half 

closed eyes of how it might have been as images of similar pits exist in engravings and 

collieries at the time in semi-rural surroundings were very common in County Durham. At 

some point in the future, a Conservation Management Plan would help to tie these remains 

in together in a more holistic way, and give pointers towards their authenticity, which in turn 

would guide conservation and interpretation. In addition, more detailed research in other 

avenues and directions could well bring new light on the railway features. Such a plan would 

be a requirement of any bid for World Heritage Status. 

Heading south from Witton, the line crosses Sloshes Lane and enters Phoenix Row, named 

after the pit of that name. Just behind the houses, contemporary with the railway, the line (by 

this point a public footpath) then continues on to the North Etherley Incline, where a large 

and impressive embankment carries the railway up towards Etherley Lane which it then 

crosses. The Etherley Engineman’s house and other remains have been lost in the last forty 

years, but from the top of the Etherley Ridge at North Leazes, the Etherley South incline 

descends into the valley of the Gaunless River. Crossing the main road at St Helen 

Auckland, the route quickly comes to the crossing of the Gaunless, site of the world’s first 

cast-iron railway bridge. Completed in 1824, the bridge was out of use in 1856 and removed 

from site in 1901. After a period in Darlington, it went to the LNER Museum at York in 1925 

and is now part of the National Collection. 

The stone abutments of the bridge remain, and can be accessed either from following the 

railway route or on foot from a nearby housing estate where a footbridge still allows the 

Gaunless to be crossed. The trackbed continues as a track across the A688 and past Broom 

Mill Farm, where it is a farm track and was recently rolled flat as a road using a local steam 
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roller – as this was a rope worked section, perhaps the first appearance of steam power on 

the route. After this, modern farming has obliterated the route until the lower reaches of the 

Brusselton Incline. 

The Brusselton Incline has been much recorded and in the last two years, it has been 

consolidated and conservation begun with assistance of a local group. The accommodation 

bridge of local stone has been badly damaged and repairs are to commence, whilst much 

clearance and sympathetic excavation has revealed the original stone sleeper blocks with 

new ash ballast giving an appearance much as there would have been in 1825 save for the 

absence of rails. Whilst most of the housing around the incline top has gone, the engine 

house and engineman’s houses remain along with the reservoir for the engine’s water – 

which is now a nature reserve. From the summit, the course of the line descends via some 

re-located stone sleeper blocks across Shildon bypass and through the remains of Shildon 

wagon works to the foot of the ridge near the Mason’s Arms public house. 

The Mason’s Arms – currently The Crossings pub – marked the start of the locomotive 

worked railway, and the point from which the opening day train in 1825 set off with steam 

haulage. Other than a small garden and a stone monolith, simply the trackbed and the pub 

remain. The course continues through Shildon and joins the complex of buildings that make 

up the Western end of the National Railway Museum at Shildon site – including Timothy 

Hackworth’s house, stables, Soho shed and other structures. Joining the route at Soho is the 

Surtees Railway, which carried horse drawn passenger traffic from Daniel Adamson’s coach 

house on the other side of Shildon from the late 1820’s. After the 1835 coal drops, the line 

re-joins Network Rail around the site of the current station and remains on the course of the 

current line as far as North road in Darlington. Although the line is steeped in history, its 

continuous use since 1825 has meant that many historic features have been lost or have 

become invisible. Although there are old bridges on the route, the most accessible can be 

seen from the end of the NRM building – but there is conjecture about whether it really does 

date from 1825 or not. 

Perhaps the most significant remains on this stretch of line can be seen at Heighington, 

formerly known as Aycliffe Lane. This was the spot where Locomotion No.1 was placed on 

the rails after delivery from Stephenson’s works in Newcastle, and after a test steaming on 

16th September, when the fire had been lit by the sun’s rays through a glass, the notices for 

the public opening on 27th September were issued thereafter. The pub alongside the station 

is named “Locomotion No.1” in commemoration of the event – and the building is attached to 

the former S&D station building, built not long after the opening day. 

Following the route from Heighington, the next concentration of significant remains that are 

accessible and meaningful are the North Road complex, including station, goods depot, 

carriage works and lime cells. Whilst not all of these date from 1825, their location on the 

route and S&D heritage make them worthy of study in their own right – and a few hundred 

yards to the West, is the renowned Skerne Bridge to Ignatius Bonomi’s design, but currently 

in a poorly accessible location. After this, the modern railway curves south to join the East 

Coast Main Line and then routes across from Bank Top station out to Dinsdale. The original 

route of the Stockton & Darlington – which became known as the Fighting Cocks branch 

once new lines East of Darlington were built – survives as a cycle path created by Darlington 

Council (although some new roads bisect the formation in places) until the area around the 

hamlet of Fighting Cocks itself where the old line manifests itself as a bridle path past the 

pub of the same name, where tickets were sold from and later a station was built. 
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The S&D the re-joins the current Network Rail formation on the line of Overton’s original 

survey of the railway, on a straight and level for 4 ½ miles to Eaglescliffe, where it swings 

north towards Stockton and a junction to Yarm now exists. Once in Stockton, Network Rail 

takes the later through route, and the old railway course is now under a dual carriageway to 

St John’s Well Crossing, where what was reputed to be the first ticket office remains. A rail 

trail to the riverside takes one to the end of the line as it was, but there are now no tangible 

signs remaining at all apart from an interpretation panel. 

It may be a string of pearls, but the pearls need linking in a meaningful way in which the 

legacy will last and a good up to date comprehensive survey and Conservation Management 

Plan go a long way towards that, whatever that way is. In my opinion, faded interpretation 

panels are not that way, however well-intentioned forty years ago. Something for 

consideration indeed. 
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Henry Owen-John is an archaeologist by profession; he started volunteering on excavations 

in school holidays, before gaining an honours degree in ancient history and archaeology 

from Birmingham University in 1976. He worked for the Glamorgan Gwent Archaeological 

Trust from 1977 to 1991, directing rescue excavations, and helping to develop the Trust’s 

archaeological planning advisory service to local planning authorities in south-east Wales.  
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World Heritage Site status – what does it mean and what’s involved? 

 

Henry Owen-John, BA, MCIfA, FSA 

Head of International Advice, Historic England 

 

Background 

The term World Heritage Site (WHS) has become an increasingly familiar one over the 

years, but many people have questions, such as what does the title actually signify? How 

does a place become a WHS? What are the benefits? Are there any disadvantages? How 

much does it cost? This paper aims to address these questions and offers some views that 

may be helpful in deciding whether or not work to seek WHS status for the Stockton & 

Darlington Railway and other key components of the early development of the railways could 

be re-started. 

 

The General Conference of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO) adopted the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World 

Cultural and Natural Property (usually referred to as the World Heritage Convention) in 1972 

(http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/) . However the origins of the Convention can be 

traced back to the founding of UNESCO itself in November 1945. The United Nations 

recognised that one way of reducing the risk of further devastating conflicts in the wake of 

World War II was through education, the development of science and the recognition of 

cultural values. So UNESCO was set up with the specific aim of “building peace in the minds 

of men and women”, an aim that remains as relevant today as it was 70 years ago – it is the 

strapline that you will find first and foremost on UNESCO’s website 

(http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/ ) today. 

 

Those involved in the cultural strand of UNESCO were painfully aware of the devastation of 

historic buildings and places, museums and works of art that had been wreaked by the war 

and of the impact this had on communities that had already suffered human tragedies. This 

could be seen as adding insult to injury when, in addition to the loss of life, physical elements 

of distinctive cultural identity were destroyed or harmed irreparably.  

 

It is therefore not surprising that one of the earlier international conventions adopted by 

UNESCO in 1954 at the Hague was the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in 

the Event of Armed Conflict, usually referred to as the Hague Convention 

 

Those countries that have signed and ratified the Hague Convention in their own laws are 

required to put in place measures that enable the identification of their own cultural assets 

that should be safeguarded in the event of conflict with another country and to abide by the 

terms of the convention if they themselves are conducting military operations in another 

state. The destruction of historic places or the looting and illegal sale of antiquities is 

regarded as a war crime in exactly the same way as crimes against people, a point recently 

reinforced by the Director General of UNESCO in relation to the current situation in Iraq and 

Syria. Although the UK was a signatory to the Hague Convention it has not yet ratified it 

despite cross party support to do so; Historic England will be urging our new government to 

press ahead with ratification and join the very large number of states that have already done 

so. 

 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/
http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/
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It was recognised during the 1950s and 1960s that it was not just war that could have a 

devastating effect on cultural property. Major infrastructure projects, such as the construction 

of the Aswan dam in Egypt, natural disasters and other forces could also have a hugely 

destructive effect on outstanding archaeological sites and monuments. This was linked to a 

growing recognition that there were some places whose heritage, whether natural or cultural, 

were so significant that individual states should make a commitment to their  protection, and 

that there should be a wider international interest in safeguarding such exceptional places 

for the benefit of this and future generations. 

 
The World Heritage Convention 
Article 1 of the World Heritage Convention adopted in 1972 defines cultural heritage as: 

“monuments: architectural works, works of monumental sculpture and painting, elements or 

structures of an archaeological nature, inscriptions, cave dwellings and combinations of 

features, which are of outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, art or 

science; 

groups of buildings: groups of separate or connected buildings which, because of their 

architecture, their homogeneity or their place in the landscape, are of outstanding universal 

value from the point of view of history, art or science; 

sites: works of man or the combined works of nature and man, and areas including 

archaeological sites which are of outstanding universal value from the historical, aesthetic, 

ethnological or anthropological point of view.” 

 

Article 2 defines natural heritage and Article 4 requires that: 

 

“Each State Party to this convention recognizes that the duty of ensuring the identification, 

protection, conservation, presentation and transmission to future generations of the cultural 

and natural heritage referred to in Articles 1 and 2 and situated on its territory, belongs 

primarily to that State. It will do all it can to this end, to the utmost of its own resources and, 

where appropriate, with any international assistance and co-operation, in particular, financial, 

artistic, scientific and technical, which it may be able to obtain.” 

 

While there are 38 Articles in total it is the definition of cultural and natural heritage and the 

commitments in Article 4 that lie at the heart of the Convention and provide the basis on 

which individual World Heritage properties, more commonly referred to as World Heritage 

Sites (WHSs) can be inscribed on the World Heritage List which currently consists of 1007 

sites. Of these 776 are cultural, 197 are natural and 31fall in the mixed cultural and natural 

category. 

 

The UK ratified the Convention in 1984 and is one of 192 states that are currently party to it. 

The General Assembly of these States Parties elects countries to the World Heritage 

Committee which has a membership of 21 and which is the principal custodian of the 

Convention, including taking decisions on whether or not properties nominated for inclusion 

on the list should be added to it. There are 28 WHSs in the UK and its overseas territories. 

Of these 4 are natural sites, one is mixed and the remainder are cultural. 
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States Parties that put forward nominations that the World Heritage Committee decides to 

add to the World Heritage List voluntarily accept that, while it has responsibility for its own 

World Heritage Sites, the World Heritage Committee will take an interest in matters such as 

monitoring the condition of the property and whether its exceptional interest is threatened in 

any way. The List of World Heritage in Danger acts as a catalyst for action in the event of 

natural disasters or damage as a result of armed conflict, but it also provides a mechanism 

for the Committee to advise states parties on more controllable events, such as planning 

decisions on developments that may have an effect on a WHS. The Committee can, in 

exceptional cases, decide to remove a property from the World Heritage List if what makes 

the site exceptional has been irreparably damaged. 

 

In all these matters the Committee seeks the specialist advice of three advisory bodies. The 

International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) offers cultural heritage expertise; 

the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) does the same for natural 

heritage, while the International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of 

Cultural Property (ICCROM) leads on conservation and protection methods. All these 

organisations, and indeed UNESCO itself have national committees or commissions in each 

of the states that form their membership, including the UK. As might be expected with an 

international convention ratified by 192 countries the Committee’s approach to the protection 

and management of WHSs are drawn from the advisory bodies’ wide cross section of expert 

opinion and practice. The result is that sometimes the philosophy that underpins protection 

and management in individual states, such as the UK, may not be in full alignment with the 

Committee and advisory bodies’ views, leading to cases where the Committee may believe 

there is a threat to the OUV of a property while the state concerned does not believe this is 

so. Such tensions can be difficult to resolve.  

 

Many of the properties that are inscribed on the World Heritage List are located in countries 

that have long established methods of identifying and protecting heritage assets. This has 

led to a list which does not accurately reflect the distribution of sites of unique or exceptional 

importance across the world. There is therefore a long standing commitment on the part of 

the World Heritage Committee to develop a balanced and credible list by supporting the 

development of nominations from countries that have come more recently to the 

identification and protection of heritage assets. In addition, state parties, such as the UK that 

have many WHSs already, voluntarily agree, to submit no more than one natural and cultural 

nomination per year. The Committee also seeks and often adopts the views of its advisory 

bodies on under-represented parts of the world’s heritage; ICOMOS identified early railways 

in this category in 1997 and since then a small number of operational railways have been 

added to the World Heritage List. 

 
  



 

68 

How are sites inscribed on the World Heritage List? 

For a property to be inscribed on the World Heritage List there needs to be a clear 

demonstration that it has Outstanding Universal Value (OUV). This is defined in the 

Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention 

(http://whc.unesco.org/en/guidelines/ , paragraph 49) as “cultural and/or natural significance 

which is so exceptional as to transcend national boundaries and to be of common 

importance for present and future generations of all humanity.” The Operational Guidelines 

go on to say that “as such, the permanent protection of this heritage is of the highest 

importance to the international community as a whole.” 

 

The concept of OUV is further articulated in the Operational Guidelines which define (in 

paragraph 77) 6 criteria for cultural heritage and four for natural heritage. Nominations for 

WHS status have to meet one or more of these criteria. Cultural heritage criteria include “a 

masterpiece of human creative genius”, “unique or at least exceptional testimony to a 

cultural tradition that is living or which has disappeared” and “an outstanding example of a 

traditional land-use, or sea-use which is representative of a culture (or cultures), or human 

interaction with the environment, especially when it has become vulnerable under the impact 

of irreversible change” 

 

Not only must cultural WHSs meet at least one of the criteria, but also they need to 

demonstrate “authenticity” and “integrity”. In essence the World Heritage Convention is 

mainly based on physical manifestations of the cultural significance of a place. Although 

intangible values can contribute, the cultural values need to be expressed primarily through 

physical aspects such as form and design, materials and substance and location and setting. 

The evidence of this level of authenticity needs to be “credible and truthful” and it is this that 

demonstrates authenticity. Integrity refers to how fully these key elements of authenticity 

survive on the ground today – it is a measure of the “wholeness and intactness of the natural 

and/or cultural heritage and its attributes” 

 

If a property can demonstrate that it meets at least one of the criteria and has sufficient 

authenticity and integrity, the final element on which the World Heritage Committee requires 

assurance is that adequate protection and management arrangements are in place. It is 

sometimes the case that people who wish to see a place that is special to them inscribed as 

WHS seek this status because of a belief that the involvement of UNESCO will strengthen 

protection and management systems and prevent harmful developments. In practice it is the 

other way round: UNESCO will need to be convinced that the state party’s own management 

systems are sufficiently focussed and robust to ensure the long term survival of the 

authenticity and integrity of the property. In the UK this is achieved through heritage and 

planning legislation and guidance – there is no special protection afforded to WHSs. When 

properly implemented, UK legislation and guidance is sufficient to protect the OUV of its 

WHSs. 

 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/guidelines/
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These then are the three pillars of Outstanding Universal Value: meeting one or more of the 

criteria; high levels of authenticity and integrity; and a management system that can protect 

the essential attributes of the place. The core of any nomination for WHS status is a 

Statement of Outstanding Universal Value that clearly and concisely articulates these three 

pillars. 

 

State Parties (in the UK the Department for Culture Media and Sport acts on behalf of the 

UK government as the State Party) have overall responsibility for meeting the terms of the 

Convention, including making decisions on which properties should be nominated for 

inscription. The Operational Guidelines (paragraphs 62-76) advise governments to maintain 

a Tentative List of places that they intend to nominate in the years ahead; a site that is not 

on the Tentative List will not be considered for inscription on the World Heritage List. 

 

In the UK the Tentative List was last reviewed between 2009 and 2011. Invitations to submit 

expressions of interest were circulated widely and, as a result, a significant number of 

proposals were considered by an expert panel appointed to advise the Secretary of State on 

which proposals should be included on the Tentative List. The report of the expert panel and 

the tentative list that resulted from it are both available on the DCMS website 

(https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/78234/Revie

w-WH-Tentative-List-Report_March2011.pdf). However, securing a place on the Tentative 

List does not ensure that a nomination will be taken forward. The UK government needs to 

be fully satisfied that a nomination clearly demonstrates all three pillars of OUV are fulfilled 

and that it is of a high enough standard to present a compelling case to the World Heritage 

Committee. Entries on the UK Tentative List are therefore required to go through a technical 

evaluation process in which a 30 page report setting out the essence of the case is 

considered by an independent expert panel which advises DCMS on which properties 

should proceed to nomination, which are not yet ready and which should not be taken 

forward. As a result of this process the Forth Bridge has been nominated this year, the 

Neanderthal Caves and Environments of Gibraltar will be considered by the World Heritage 

Committee in 2016 and the Lake District is likely to go to the 2017 Committee meeting. 

 

Nominations are subjected to rigorous assessment by UNESCO and its advisory bodies for 

a period of almost 18 months prior to consideration by the World Heritage Committee. Their 

recommendations are passed on to the World Heritage Committee which can decide to 

inscribe the site, refer the nomination back to the State Party for modification, defer 

consideration pending substantial change or reject it outright. 

 

It is likely that the UK Tentative List will next be reviewed between 2019 and 2021, but it 

should be noted that a decision on whether or not to carry out a review at this point is one for 

government, which may choose not to take this approach.  

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/78234/Review-WH-Tentative-List-Report_March2011.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/78234/Review-WH-Tentative-List-Report_March2011.pdf
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Although it is the State Party that puts nominations forward it is the commitment of 

stakeholders at the local level that is essential if there is to be any hope of success. Local 

authorities play a critical role, but so too do local communities, including property owners, 

businesses and civil society. It is also at the local level where the funding to develop 

proposals needs to be sought. As will be evident from what I have outlined above, preparing 

a nomination can be a very expensive process, sometimes running into some hundreds of 

thousands of pounds. While DCMS is pleased to support nominations of a high standard it is 

not currently seen as the role of national government to contribute financially to their 

development. Likewise Historic England is able to provide some advice, but not financial 

support. If a property is successfully inscribed on the World Heritage List the primary 

responsibility for its effective management is at the local level and such responsibility also 

has a price tag. While great benefits can be derived from being a WHS, it is important that 

there is recognition of the responsibilities that come with the status and of the fact that the 

World Heritage Committee and its advisory bodies may have views on the management of 

the property that diverge from those of local or national governments.. 

 

Benefits of being a World Heritage Site 

Understandably many people want to achieve WHS status as a formal, high level recognition 

of how important the place or site that they are passionate about actually is – something that 

promotes real pride of place. Many also see it as an instrument that affords robust protection 

in the long term. World Heritage Sites can also make an important contribution to the local 

economy. For example a study by the UK National Commission for UNESCO on the wider 

value of UNESCO membership to the UK cites a case study that concluded that £3.8m 

additional revenue had been added to the visitor economy of Cornwall every year since the 

inscription of the Cornwall and West Devon Mining Landscape WHS in 2006 

(http://www.unesco.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Wider-Value-of-UNESCO-to-UK-

2012-13-full-report.pdf page 45). This is not however something that simply dropped into the 

lap of the local economy as a result of being a WHS. There was a real and conscious effort 

on the part of those responsible for this WHS to utilise the designation as a driver for socio-

economic benefits. 

 

James Rebanks notes that few WHSs maximise the potential social and economic benefits, 

but also illustrates how this can be done, based on his initial work in support of the Lake 

District nomination in 2009-10. He lists 7 benefits from Cumbria and the Lake District that 

can be achieved if the WHS inscription is utilised to good effect 

(http://www.lakedistrict.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/398077/Rebanks-report-2013-

WH-benefit-action-plan.pdf pages 3 and 4). These include raising the international profile 

and competitiveness, upgrading the visitor economy, enhancing the ability to secure funding 

and investment and attracting and retaining talent. In areas such as the Lake District, and 

indeed many other prominent, existing WHSs there is already a very strong visitor economy, 

but even in these cases the WHS brand can be used to attract cultural tourism which 

delivers added value for the economy and benefits local people. 

http://www.unesco.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Wider-Value-of-UNESCO-to-UK-2012-13-full-report.pdf
http://www.unesco.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Wider-Value-of-UNESCO-to-UK-2012-13-full-report.pdf
http://www.lakedistrict.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/398077/Rebanks-report-2013-WH-benefit-action-plan.pdf
http://www.lakedistrict.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/398077/Rebanks-report-2013-WH-benefit-action-plan.pdf
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Nor is just the visitor economy that can benefit from being a WHS. The ability to retain and 

enhance the OUV of World Heritage properties helps to drive heritage led regeneration, 

inward investment and growth, built on the distinctiveness and quality of the site. This is 

evident, although not necessarily well documented, in urban/industrial WHSs such as 

Blaenavon and Liverpool. 

 

While delivering economic and social benefits will, quite rightly, always be a key objective of 

local and national stakeholders it is really important that the wider responsibility to 

UNESCO’s founding principles and those of the Convention is not forgotten. In becoming a 

WHS, the ability to work with, share knowledge and experience with other WHSs around the 

world is a rare privilege and one that can help in working across cultural boundaries to foster 

common understanding and ultimately to assist in “building peace in the minds of men and 

women” 

 

The Stockton and Darlington Railway and the Birth of the Railway Age. 

Taking into account the summary given above of some of what is involved in achieving and 

sustaining WHS status, there are some matters that I suggest need to be considered if there 

is to be a renewed proposal to nominate the Stockton & Darlington Railway for WHS status.  

 

One such matter is whether there is a case to be made for the nomination of the Stockton & 

Darlington Railway in isolation, or whether a stronger argument could be made for it as one 

component of a proposal that includes a number of separate parts which together illustrate 

the world leading role that England played in the early development of the railways. An 

individual nomination has to demonstrate very clearly that the property has OUV. The serial 

approach requires that each component part should make a substantial contribution to the 

OUV of the property as a whole (Operational Guidelines, paragraph 137). On this basis my 

personal view is that the Stockton & Darlington Railway has more chance of achieving WHS 

status as part of a serial nomination than in isolation. In this context it is instructive to look 

back at the initiative taken five years ago for early railways to obtain a place on the UK 

Tentative List, to which Dr Bailey has already referred in his paper to this conference.  

 

Entitled The Birth of the Railway Age: Genesis of Modern Transport, the proposal put 

forward by a group of recognised experts was based on an assembly of exceptional 

examples of the early development of railways in England. The identified sites were Causey 

Arch and the wagonways at Tanfield and Wylam (and Stephenson’s birthplace), the section 

of the Stockton & Darlington Railway between Etherley and Darlington, Stephenson’s 

locomotive works in Newcastle, the Bowes Railway and the Liverpool Road terminus in 

Manchester of the world’s first main line railway.  

 

The bid was prepared rather hurriedly and the expert panel that assessed it raised a number 

of concerns. The panel’s 2011 report, which was accepted by DCMS, questioned the 
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combination of colliery tramways with mainline railways and whether it would be possible to 

implement a coherent protection and management system for all the component parts. The 

panel noted that one owner objected to the concept of the WHS. Dr Bailey has also pointed 

out that there was too little time to gain buy in from the relevant local authorities. The 

proposal was therefore rejected. 

 

However the panel did recognise the significance of these seminal examples of the early 

development of the railways and accepted that there was the potential to demonstrate OUV. 

It was therefore suggested that government and the heritage agencies should carry out a 

study to consider whether it would be possible to identify a coherent nomination that 

addressed the concerns that had been identified. This study has not been carried out, and it 

is unlikely that DCMS and the heritage agencies, with increasing pressure on reduced 

resources, would now be able to prioritise leading such an initiative. However the possibility 

that DCMS or the Heritage Agencies could offer advice, and perhaps some support, to those 

who might be prepared to take this study forward remains. A study would be able to take 

account of the changes that have taken place since the earlier proposal, including the 

permission for the construction of the Ordsall Chord railway link in Manchester, which will 

have a harmful impact on the significance of the site. 

 

Since 2011 both the UK government and UNESCO have placed increasing weight on 

community engagement and participation in heritage. Both will expect to see the active 

involvement of “civil society” in any new proposal and a clear demonstration of support for 

what is proposed across a wide cross section of interested parties. Richard Morris will 

doubtless say more about this subject in his paper. The role of the Friends of the Stockton & 

Darlington Railway and like-minded groups will be crucial to the development of a successful 

proposal, but the net needs to be cast widely to reach out to others who may not initially be 

so committed to what should be a shared heritage. This type of engagement and the ability 

to demonstrate socio-economic benefits, (following the Rebanks model) will be critical if hard 

pressed local authorities facing further pressure on their budgets in the years ahead are to 

become actively engaged. As Dr Bailey has pointed out the involvement of local authorities, 

Network Rail and other owners will be essential; without their active support it is most 

unlikely that any moves towards WHS status will be successful. With their active 

engagement the resolution of the management and protection issue raised by the expert 

panel becomes a more practical proposition.  

 

Effective management and protection systems need to be based on a proper understanding 

of those elements of a potential WHS that will contribute most to its OUV, and of the 

condition of these elements. The preparation of conservation management plans is a tried 

and tested method of achieving these aims. Should WHS status not be achieved, the 

resources invested will not have been wasted as conservation management plans help to 

prioritise work that is essential to safeguard nationally important heritage that should be 
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carried out in any case. They are also a pre-requisite for many grant giving organisations, 

including the Heritage Lottery Fund. 

 

Exploring the potential for World Heritage Site Status 

A decision on whether or not to consider seeking a place on the UK Tentative List when it is 

next reviewed rests with the key stakeholders, particularly at a local level. In reaching such a 

decision I suggest that the following questions should be considered. 

 

 Is it possible to achieve the active engagement of local authorities, Network 

Rail/other owners and operators, and a broad spectrum of civil society in a bid? 

 Should a study be undertaken to identify whether a coherent nomination for WHS 

status can be developed? 

 Is there a commitment on the part of the key stakeholders to the purposes of 

UNESCO and the World Heritage Convention? 

 Are local stake holders willing to accept the potential involvement of the World 

Heritage Committee and its advisory bodies in the management of the property if it is 

inscribed as a WHS? 

 Could WHS status be harnessed to deliver socio-economic benefits for local 

communities 

 Is there a commitment to preparing and implementing conservation management 

plans for the key components of a potential WHS? 

 Is there a commitment to invest potentially significant resources in a bid for WHS 

status, particularly in a harsh financial climate, and can the funders be convinced that 

this is a good use of resources? 

 If a bid were to be ultimately unsuccessful, will the resources invested in it have 

delivered significant heritage benefits and value regardless? 

 

There are of course other important issues that need to be addressed, but I hope these 

questions and the summary background to world heritage given in this paper will be helpful 

to those who are considering whether or not to develop a case for some of our early railways 

to be nominated for World Heritage Site status. 
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Richard Morris (Trustee Heritage Lottery Fund)  
 
‘The value of heritage to community and economy’  
 
 
 

 
 
 

Richard Morris is an emeritus professor at the University of Huddersfield, a trustee of the 

Heritage Lottery Fund and member of the HLF’s North East Committee. Richard has been 

director of the Institute for Medieval Studies at the University of Leeds (2003-2010) and of 

the Council for British Archaeology (1990-1999), having earlier worked as a university 

teacher and archaeological excavator. In parallel he has served as Chair of the Ancient 

Monuments Advisory Committee for England, as a Commissioner of English Heritage, and 

as a trustee of the National Coal Mining Museum for England. His interests in landscape, 

settlement, and cultural history are reflected in books, essays and articles. His latest book, 

Time’s Anvil: England, archaeology and the imagination was long listed for the Samuel 

Johnson Prize and shortlisted for the 2015 Archaeological Book of the Year. Today he is 

working on a new biography of the aeronautical engineer Barnes Wallis, and a social history 

of interwar England from the air. 
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The value of heritage to community and economy. 

 

Richard Morris 

 

Abstract 

 

The talk will explore three given topics: 

 

1. The value of heritage-led regeneration to the fiscal economy; 

2. how to manage, explain and cherish a heritage asset of the size and complexity of 

the  Stockton and Darlington Railway, and how to balance and realise those aims 

through a coordinated plan; and 

3. how aspirations for the Stockton and Darlington Railway could mesh with the HLF’s 

goal to make a lasting difference for heritage, people and communities. 

Contributions made by heritage to the national and local economies have been the subject of 

studies to which reference will be made. Taking just cultural heritage-based tourism, recent 

analysis finds that this directly accounts for at least £5 billion in GDP and some 134,000 

jobs. When indirect effects are included, the figures rise to at least £14 billion and 393,000 

jobs. Such figures invite contrasts. The UK’s countryside, for instance, is sometimes 

regarded as more-or-less synonymous with agriculture, yet in 2013 the heritage tourism 

economy was about 2.5 times greater than total income from farming. Or to take another 

number, more than five times as many people earn their livelihoods through heritage in the 

UK than in the pharmaceutical industry.  Further comparisons will be presented. Such is the 

value of the heritage industry to the UK’s countries, regions and localities that it becomes a 

question why some other sectors attract more attention in public and political debate. 

Heritage is about people in the future - ‘posterity’ - as well as in the present. Handing 

heritage on in good heart requires appropriate mechanisms for its definition, understanding 

and care. Something as extensive, diverse and characterful as the Stockton and Darlington 

Railway calls for a plan that is correspondingly broad in scope. Examples will be given of 

management methods for assets of comparable complexity, and key features of effective 

management will be identified. 

  

The talk will finish by offering guidance on the devising of project proposals - large and small 

- which could be put to the HLF, and give examples of partnership configurations that have 

worked elsewhere. In doing so, it will refer to thinking about the knowledge economy and 

scientific heritage, and to core principles that define the HLF’s approach, and in particular to 

relationships between heritage, community and local government. The HLF invests in the full 

breadth of the UK’s heritage and aim to make a lasting difference for heritage and people in 

doing so. We encourage people to identify heritage that matters to them and to illuminate it 

for others. We want more people and a broader range of people to take an active part in in 

the cherishing and explanation of heritage, and we challenge applicants to broaden their 

audiences. All these aspects are reflected in the outcomes for heritage, people and 

communities which underpin our grant-making, and we give extra attention to projects that 

achieve outcomes, such as learning, on which we place most value. 

 

 

 

 


