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The government has traditionally been seen as playing very little role in
planning the railway network before 1870, and this led to the network
being expensive to build and unnecessarily long. How valid is this
viewpoint?
First I will confirm the underlying assumption here, that the network was indeed
unnecessarily long, and expensive – at least it was, compared with a Platonic
ideal. Then I will briefly discuss how some aspects of the varied role(s) of
‘Government’ in the UK, amounting to “muddling through”, meant that the
network was not that bad in reality.
Bare figures suggest that the cost of building railways in Victorian Britain was
certainly expensive compared with other countries. Gourvish reports that the
cost of construction per route mile in 1844 was £33,000.1 A contemporary,
William Galt, reported similar figures in his books on railway reform2, before
going on to assert that the costs per mile were considerably lower in the United
States and on the European continent. As reported by Bagwell and Lyth, in 1844
the 71 railways in England had cost £32,3603 per mile, while in Belgium the
comparable cost was £17,120. Furthermore, average fares in Belgium were half
of those in England4.
Of course it can be claimed that such comparisons are not comparing like with
like, given that the topography of the relevant lands and the legislative
framework of the relevant countries clearly vary greatly. Nevertheless Gourvish5,
after referring to a Board of Trade submission received by the relevant Select
Committee in 1844 which asserted that only 35% of how Britain’s route-mile
costs exceeded the USA’s by eight times and Germany’s by between three and
four times was due to the extra costs of obtaining the required private legislation
and the very necessary compulsory purchase of land and was instead due to
more lavish engineering standards, cautiously concluded: “Thus, it is possible to
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argue that about 25% or £130 million of the £530 million spent on UK railways
by 1870 might have been avoided, had we pursued less expensive procedures
with regard to the planning and promotion of lines, and contented ourselves
with a much more basic infrastructure.”6
This hypothesis of “unnecessary expense”, based on contemporary evidence, can
be complemented by an additional hypothesis of “unnecessary length” offered in
the 2009 counterfactual analysis by Mark Casson7. He employs the ‘Steiner Tree’,
modified by a series of refinements, to draw an initial conclusion half way
through his paper that because “20,000 miles of railway were constructed when
only 13,000 miles were required, a considerable waste of resources was
incurred.”8 He goes on to imply that the opportunity to design a national system
(that would have been more efficient) was missed in the 1840s, a hypothesis that
was in turn criticised by Andrew Odlyzko in 20149. The latter author is much
more assiduous in citing examples of how numerous individuals were thinking,
and how specific decisions were made, and is cogent in arguing that it would
have been very much against the grain of the age for an alternative more efficient
national system to have been designed at the time. He rightly concedes that a
(retrospective) counterfactual analysis has a value, but I think he is overstating
his criticism in representing Casson’s theoretical alternative model as being
something that Casson thinks could realistically have been planned and
implemented in the 1840s.
Winston Churchill liked writing the occasional fanciful counterfactual history10,
which can be found entertaining though not of productive value, but I read
Casson as offering a counterfactual analysis, a Platonic ideal to be posited, rather
than a counterfactual history. Indeed he offers explanations – unfortunately not
with tangible illustrations – as to why a more efficient approach was not pursued
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in reality, while Odlyzko makes the same point by using helpful illustrations.
What both writers capture for me is that there were different views about
government should do about railways, and these views were not resolved.
The UK’s constitutional government is not a totalitarian monolith, but famously
has the ‘checks and balances’ of an Executive, Legislature and Judiciary. While
only the Executive can have a formal policy, the latter two can manifest in their
pronouncements and behaviour one or more underlying ideologies or even
simply ‘moods’. Dyos and Aldcroft11 describe how MPs, and many others in wider
society, believed in the sanctity of private property and therefore the freedom to
compete, but at the same time also feared monopolies. The attempt by the
Executive to establish a coherent policy in the 1844 Bill – which was after the
key trunk lines were already built – foundered on competing ideologies and
interests, and government’s role largely evolved into periodic Acts of regulation,
more or less rigorously enforced. Meanwhile the Legislature’s Private Bill
Committee continued as it had done before when considering new lines – in the
words of Henry Parris, the Committee “thought of itself as an umpire in a contest
between private parties, not as the guardian of the public interest.”12 Essentially,
governments was continuing in very much reacting to events, deciding which of
several proposed lines were to be built, or which companies could in effect join
up with which others; a coherent strategic approach was simply not there.
The Executive had not been completely passive (“laissez-faire”) or even reactive
in matters of economic development when it came to state-owned enterprises,
such as when deciding to industrialise the Chatham Dockyards from 1817-20, or
bringing a steam press into the Royal Mint in 1816, or introducing the Penny
Post in 1840 – but these initiatives were tactical innovations that fortuitously
happened to have strategic consequences, it can be argued. By contrast
‘Government action’ with the railways was as ever less of a strategic plan and
more just a series of reactive compromises that reflected its ideological dilemma.
William Galt claimed the plausible hypothesis in his second Railway Reform
book that there had been an erroneous “universal assumption” that government
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ownership necessarily entailed government management of the railways, which
had helped to prevent implementation of the 1844 nationalisation option13.
But it can be argued that this lack of a national plan represented success. The
overall role(s) of government within the wider economy from the Glorious
Revolution through to the first phase of the Industrial Revolution was set out in a
methodical analysis by Ron Harris, summarised by him with what I would
describe as a Goldilocks picture:
The British way seems to have been the middle road: not an entrenched
constitution but not royal despotism, not super-rational and organised
Roman law but not total identity of law with politics, not completely
centralised but not overly decentralised, not a state taken over by big
business and robber barons but not a planned-from-above economy.14
This seemed to me to be echoed by Odlyzko referring to the British government
“stumbling to success” in its handling of railway development, or what I would
describe in more British terms as “muddling through”. It was expressed more
positively by Joel Mokyr in 2014:
But what seems clear is that political power’s main purpose was to defend
the interests of those already wealthy: a government by and for private
property. Britain's great achievement was to reconcile this attitude with
economic and technological progress.15
In practice the cumulative effect of the various components of ‘government’ was
not inaction but a series of actions that enabled a railway network to grow
through private finance, which functioned sufficiently well to help make Britain
the industrial leader of the world at the time, even though it defies the definition
of being a coherent system.
So perhaps we should be thankful for the lack of a national plan. Odlyzko usefully
illustrates that Peel was keen on ‘direct lines’, as were many engineers, so a
national system comprehensively based on that approach could have resulted in
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even greater over-provision. Unlike in contemporary Britain, government in the
nineteenth century did not aspire to manage many things directly, and even its
early attempts to regulate were not very effective at first.
Although Casson does not give tangible illustrations of most of his points, his
analysis is strong in describing how local interests by individual MPs, and
personal causes and beliefs by others – both in and outside Parliament – all
helped to prevent any possibility of an overall strategic plan for a railway
network from 1830-50. What struck me, however, was that his analysis sounded
startlingly similar to how government continues to function today, in my direct
and indirect personal experience, even where a national plan is being sought.
Local government reorganisation from 1997-9, criminal justice reorganisation
from 2000-3, energy, airport and high-speed rail capacity planning currently – in
all instances national plans become compromised by local or special interest
lobbying. Of course a national plan for any of these would not necessarily be the
right answer – for indeed it can be argued that the ‘accidental over-provision’ of
the rail network in the nineteenth century turned out to be a benefit to the UK in
early twentieth century wartime. As for the expense, I can accept that overengineering made some contribution to the high costs, partly due to the vanity of
some like Brunel, but the long-term consequences of this are few.
While on the one hand I could never advocate a Panglossian16 view that Britain’s
rail network was the best it could have been, and on the other I certainly accept
the theoretical case for saying that it could have been designed much more
efficiently, I am doubtful whether a fully efficient national network could ever
have been deliverable in real life. A totalitarian government might have been
able to design and deliver it (though I doubt it), while a government within a
constitution of checks and balances was – and still would be today, in my opinion
– incapable of making it happen because of those very checks and balances.
National ‘systems’ that are riddled with inconsistencies and inefficiencies are
part of the price we paid then – and still pay now - for having constitutional
governments.
[1,628 words]
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