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ABSTRACT

Derin~ the 19207s and 1§30's the Britich railway industiry was in over—
all declinec. The volume of Msiness was fallin~ steadily, so that the
Gompanies' trune competitors were no longer each other but the roads.

This was not proverly understood outside the indvetry, varticularly by

government .

Aaningt such a background this inquiry examines the making of a number

of investment decisions by one of the 'uvizx four' compvanies, the Greav
Western Railway. It iz armued here that, contrary to initial iampreesions,
{the G.¥W.R.'s vrofessional manasers undersiood the wvroblem of the Company's
averall decline. Despite the many constraints facing them, ther employed
both ttactical! and 'stratericel®' measures in their attempts to arrest

that decline, although ultimately without success.

Finally it is suggested, as a variation on Ciandier's strategy-structure
thesis, that 'structure’ severely resiricted the development of possible

new strategies for this declining indusiry.
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Yeao the Law of Triviality. Briefly stated, it means that the
time spent on any item of the agenda will be in inverse preoportion

10 the sum involved."
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Introduction

Iuring the infer-war years the managers of the (reat Western Railway
Company were faced with the fask of improving and maintaining the
performance of the Company during a period when the sheer quantity of
railway business nationwide was in overall decline (see Table 1). I
had beenn particularly hoped that the 1923 'Grouping' would improve

the efficiency of the rzilways, at this hope proved unfounded.

I% iz against this background that this inquiry attempts to assess the
making of some of the key investment decisions by the ¢,W.R. during this
period. The acinal thinking behind certain decisions can on occasions
only be inferred or reconstructed, but it is as important alse o ewamine
these decision=making processes in the light of historical (ie economic

and political) and structural comsirainis.

The invegtment decisions examined in this inquiry are classified as either
‘Pactical' or 'strategic' decisions. A tactical decision involves a re=
allocation of energy or resources within the existing structure; a sirategic
decision requires a major giructural alteration, either of the organisation

of the Company, or of the industry itcelf.
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Economic and political constraints w British railways in deciine

The quality of wanagement of the four grouped railway companies remains
a subject of controversy. D K Aldcrofi argues that Brivish railway
BABAZErs were unimaginative in their investment policies (both new and
renewal), in pricing and in preesing technical imnovaiions. Others
such as M R Bonavia argne that they did the best they could under cir-

cumgtances uhere railway fdecline was ineviiable.

Aldcroft itemises the reasons why net recsipte cantinued to fall steadily
guring the inter-war years despite the high hopes expressed between 1315
and 1922, He dememgtrates that passenger traffic failed to increase sig-
nificantly at a time of steady increase in land journeys made by the
populaticn as a whole, while freight traffic actually went into declire.
In 1937, the best year in the 1930's, the quantum of merchandise carried
was only T4 per ceni of the 1913 lewvel, alihongh in terme of ton-miles
the deoline would probably have been a lesser one dune to the longer mile-
ages undertaken. Aldcroft argues that, although road competition affected
4he reilways' carrisge of lighter goods (classes 7~21 on the new Rates
systenm), the railways still had a virtual monopoly on the heavier traffic
of coal and minerals. Unfortunately it was these indugtries which were
themselves in rapid decline in the 1920's. In 1932 the national ton-
mileage of coal transported Wy rail was 79 per cent of the 1924 figure.
Meanwhile in the newer, iight industries Bdlossoming in the midlands and

the south the railways found it difficait to compete with the much more

1. D,H, Alderoft, British Railways in Trangition (1968)

2. M.R. Bomavia, Bailway Policy Between the Wars, (Manchester, 1981)
3, W. Smith, An Economic Geograpny of Great Britain, (2ed edn.1953), p593
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flexible cperation offered hy the new road comiractors whose costs
were actually falling. Farther details of thia steady decline are
shown in Table 1.

TFAELE 1
of rail gtatistics, 1920-
Goods, mineral and livestock
traffic (tonnage, millions
excluding free~hanled)
Passengers

Other N

Tar  geeme om0l mimenls (SCTEE,
(£ million) chandise o8 :’2?“ holders)
(millions)

1913 - 67 .8 225,6 T1.1 11993
1920 - 68.7 181.2 68.1 1579.0
1922 - 52.8 200.1 48.7 1194.7
1923 - 59.0 222.2 62.1 1235.6
1924 - 60.9 209.2 65.4 1236.2
1925 - 53.7 193.7 62.5 1232.6
1926 - 534 114.1 45.1 1069.0
1927 - 60.2 195.8 65.8 1174.7
1928 - 57.2 187.3 61.6 1195.9
1929 45.8 57 .6 207 .1 64.9 869.9
1230 38.5 53.2 193 .3 57.8 Sé%.3
1931 34.2 47.6 173.7 47 .1 T795.2
1932 21.2 42.5 167 .2 39.9 1773
1933 29.6 42,5 165.5 43.1 798.9
1934 32.3 45.2 174.0 50.8 829.7
1933 33.7 45.3 174.8 50.7 856.2
1936 36.5 48.3 17T+5 54.9 875.7
1937 38.7 50.3 188.1 58.7 906.1
1938 29.8 44.3 172.8 47 .4 848.9

Source: Hailway Returns

(1) 1913 figures are for (reat Britain; others are for the United
Kingiomn,

(2) From 1920, tonmage is counted once only where traffic passed over
more than one company's sytcm.

Reproduced from: T.C. Barker & C.I. Savage, An Economic Nistory of
Transport in Britain (1974)

However, while it is not comiroversial to point to the railways!'

(3)




decline during this period and some of the adverse external conditions

they faced, it is in the analysie of ihe managers' response where

Alderoft and Bonavia are in disagreement. Aldcroft acknowledges that

in the area of pricing there were legal restrietions on the railways'
standard rates it he thinks that these have been exaggerated by the
manggers! apologists. He c¢riticises the managers for their inflexie
bility because of their acceptance of unecanomic standard ratee,

especially over long digtances where road transport was weak. He then
furns the argoment round and criticises them for their excessive use of
exceptionsl rates = zsome TO per cent of gross freight receipts in 1935.
His argument is that when rate reductions were made they were made

*across the board,' failing to capitalise on routes where demand was
inelgsiic and failing to surrender short crogs=countiry routes which were
never going 1o be economic anyway. This applied equally to freight and
passenger rates, and Aldcroft acceunts for thig Wy the managers' lack of
knowtedge of, or even interest in, the accurate costing of differemt
operations, The 19271 Act helped to perpetmate the system of pricing by
the value of goods transported rather than the actual cost of transporting
tham. HNevertheless Alderoft cleariy feels that it was posgible in practice
for the managers 1o overhanl the whole pricing sgyster and that it ws their

failure that this was not done.

Bonavia's view is that the managers' freedom of action wes mach more re-
stricted than Aldcroft iz prepared to concede. Becanse of the element of
public service and therefore of monopoly with which the railwsy companies
had to live, the very public isemer of services and charges had been
sensitive political issnes from the lafe nineteenth century onwards, Foll
nationalisation had been a serious possibility in 1920 when the re-
organization of the railways was being plammed, zc in the inter—war years

railway wenagers did not wish to disturb any political hornets' nests.
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Drastic pruning of uneconomic rowtes csused emough comtroveray in the
1950%m and 1960's, apd it wonld %e unlikely that such a nettle would
have been grasped with enthusiasm in the 1920's ang 1930's. Therefore
with, for example, the fixing of rates the line of least resistance
ws to make piecemeal changes in exceptional rates rather than mske a
vexy pubiic application to change the standard rates — they avoided
doing this until 1937.

In terms of technical progress, Alderoft is prepared to concede that
varicas improvements were made in operational efficiency doring the
inter—war years inclufing faster express services, greater daily

mileage per locomotive (redacing the mumber needing to be maintained),

and a2 major reduction in fotal lawonr force from 735,870 in 1921 to
588,517 ir 1939. The total manwhours per train-mile dropped from

4.43 in 1913 to 3.02 in 1936. As will be seen laier on, the G.W.R.
played its part in these aspects of improved natiomal railway efficiency.
However, in the loading 2nd use of mineral wagons, a key issme for the
GoW.R., Alderoft argnes that there was room for a great deal more improve-
meni than $hat which actually took place. HNe poinis out that the case for
the use of iwenty~ton wegons, and other measures for rationalising freight
traffic, was made (in 1932) %y a contemporary, K.G. Fenelor, in 'Bailway
Economies,' Alderoft concedes that there waes oppositica from rail
cugtoners used to traditimal standards of service, tut comsiders that no
real effort was made Ky the railway managers to press on with making such
innovations. The G.W.R.'s efforte in this direction will be ocongidered

farther on.«

4. Aldcroft, British Railways, pp7d = 9.
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The final wmajor conflict of interpretaiionz followe an from these
other issues, as ii concerns the question of whether the railway
conpanies actually put in sufficient overall investment during

this period. Benavia takes issme with Aldcroft's conclueion,

drawn from the figares of C.E, Fienstein, fthat there was a nei dis-
invegiment of £125 million during this period. Ne argues that the
Tassuned life' of wany of the assels is in many cases cnly notiomal,
and he shows a net invesiment in cartain areas (e.g. ocomotives)

over this same period. Conceding an element of doubi in other invegi-
meat areas, Boravia returns tc his case that the managers did the begt
they conld and he argnes that the charge against them of overall dis-

invegtment ieg 'not proven.t

Unfortunately this reflects the weak points in Bonavia's whole case.

He appears to have reacted io the wise-after-the-event analyges of
Alderoft and others Wy going back to interview 2s many 'live' sourses

as posgible in order to recapture the contemporary viewpoint, This ke
has done all teo well = he makes the atiitude of the railwy managers
somnd very reasonable and understandable, bud alwost overlocks the point
Peing made that these very nnderstandable attifudes still led to serions
failures. While it is important %o wnderséand these contemporary attitudes,
the point of am historical inrquiry is nevertheless $0 be abie 0 see the
cansequences of the decisions which arose from these attitudes, and to
avaluate what the altermatives were. Fmally it ig not necessary %o 'sit
ir judgement' on the persons who did not choose those aliernatives, and it
seeng to be because Bonavia has tsken Aldcroft's criticismws as a personal

atitack on the railway managers that he has sought in repiy merely to ghow

S5« C.H. Fienstein, Domestic Capital Formation in the U.K., 192038 (1965)
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that the bebaviour and decigions of the managers were wndersiandadle.

Tn Aldcroftts case the wealmess lies in the most comtroversial part of
his argument. He acknowledges that the railwey managers faced some
diffiewlties, Wt produces little evidence to support his view that the
panagers oould have overcome these difficuliies with a litile more will.

We makes bis case more By assertion than hy argument.

Hhile Aldcrofi underestimetes, as will be shown later, the efforis made
ty (for example) the G.W.R. managers 1o meke gemiine long-term investment
plans, the hard fact remeins that the railway companies were in decline
during this period. Table 2(a) shows that from 1926-38 none of the com=
penies ever achieved the Siandard Reverme laid down for them in the 1921
Bailways Act, aud that, despite a temporary recovery in 19367, their new
revemies continued in overall decline. In this respect the performance
of the G.W.R. iz very much in the mainstream of the experience of the
other companies. Table 2{b) shows the G.W.R.'s share of the fluctuating
rational railwsy 'cake;' the Company only once fell below the proportimm
(in percentage terme) of the national Standard Revemue allocated muder
the 1921 Act. This steady performance (in relative terms only} was main=
tained despite the Southernm Bailway's increasing share of this declining
market, apd also in the face of the many disturbances in ‘the South Wales
coal indastry on which the G.W.R. particularly depended. A4ll the British
railways were in decline, but the G.W.R.'s performance was, at the very

least, no worse than that of its contemporaries.
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TABLE 2(a):

Net revemies of the four maineline milm, 1_9_23—}8

Total four
Year Southern auR LHS LNER main=line
compani eg
£ £ & £ £ £
1928 6 394 412 7 057 123 16 270 821 11 277 759 41 000 015
1929 6 547 966 8 198 644 17 175 839 13 061 250 44 983 699
1930 6 133 927 6 987 146 13 426 291 11 168 749 37 T16 113
1931 5 607 873 5682 396 12 655 656 3 424 610 33 370 535
1932 4 894 109 4 459 403 9 904 823 7 166 857 26 425 192
1933 5539 797 4828561 10712684 7 723 120 28 804 162
1934 5800335 5510 992 11 221 936 8 348 147 31 581 17 #
1935 6 072 297 5 450 559 13 027 575 8 371 373 32 921 804
1936 6 226 160 6 314 829 14 048 126 O 141 396 35 730 561
1937 6 552 124 6 886 505 14 356 276 10 107 442 37 902 347
1938 5 941 904 5 043 753 11 345 520 & 653 167 28 984 344
Standard Revenue laid down in Railways Act, 1921:
7 100 000 8 500 000 20 060 0DOC 15 200 000 50 860 OO0 *

Source; Railway Returns, 1928-38.

Reproduced froms; T,C, Barker & C.l1. Savage, An Beonomic History of
in Britain (1974)
with correcied totals marked *.

Transg

TARLE 2(Db):
Net revenues of the four mwainwline reilways, 1928-38, expressed as
percentage of national net revenue.
GHR SR 1L¥S LEER
Standard revenue 16.71 13.96 39.44 29.89
1928 17.21 15.60 39.68 27.51
1929 18.23 14.56 38.18 29.04
1930 18.53 16.26 35.60 29.61
1931 17.03 16.80 37.92 28.24
1932 16.88 18.52 37.48 27.12
1933 16.76 12.23 37.19 26.84%
1934 17.45 18.37 37.75 26.43
1935 16.56 18.44 39.57 25.43
1936 17.67 17.43 39.32 25.58
1937 18.17 17.29 37.88 26.67
1938 17.40 20.50 33.14 22.95
Source: Calcnlated from Table 2(a).
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For my part T do mot find it especially useful tc try to tsit in judge-
ment® and {fxy to decide if the railwey managers were persaally hlamew
worthy for the policies that were or were not taken. A less emotive

analysiz, thet by P.S. Bagwell, makes a more useful presentation of the
igsues already discussed, echoing the purist econmmist's view given Ly
Algcoroft that betier management practices could have improved the can-
dition of ‘the inter-war railways, but withont underestimating the cons

straints of the time within which the managers were having to operate.

The overwhelming external problem facing the railwaye as a whole was ihe
growth of road transpori. The costs of road haulage contimzed to fall
during the interewar period as the quality of vehicles awailable and
overall service offered contimed to improve, Road hauliers were not
tCompon carriers’ anéd thus had no obligation to take on goods at an un-
profitable rate. Ingiead they had the privilege of being abie %o price
each job separately, without having to publish those prices, which meant
that because of their much lower overheads they could fix each price im

some relation to the actual cost of the job.

The freedom of action for the railweys to react competitively wes severely
restricted. Historically, as the railwey companies had grom in the
nineteenth=-century, govermment regunlaticn had grown to guard agpinst
Parlisment's fear of the abuse of the privilege of monapoly. In response
the railway companies had developed something of a 'szervice ethict,
promoiing their image as servants of the public rather than as aggressive
profitetakers = a sound investment tat nof a speciacnlar one.

6. P.S. Bagwell, The Transport Revolution from 1770 (1974}
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This public zervice image was particelarly heightened Ty the reality of
government control during the First World War. That experience ocomfirmed
the opinion being formed in government (following the 1917 Report of the
Departmerital Committee) that the railways needed regulated co—ordination
to improve efficiency. It was, for example, discovered that the rumning
of empty wagons was reduced from 6Oper cept to 20 per cent under wartime
regulation. Bot when new comordination of railway services was intro-

duced afier the war, new regulation was also imposed at the same time.

The 1921 Railway Act had six parts, of which the first part brought the
mogt wigible change - the 'CGrouping’ into four main-line companies =

which was intended o btring improved comordinaiion and efficiency to the
railways under peacefime conditions. This wes at leagt an attempt do

begin to bring a iwentieth—century golution - administrative co-ordination =
to ‘the problem of adapting British railways to twentieth—century condifions.
However, much of the rest of fthe Act is about regniation = giill responding
to the nineteenth~century fezxr of monopoly at a time when thé railwys were
entaring a pericd of tweniieth-century competition. The railway companies®
competitors were no loager each other, mt the inmnmowating ontsiders, the
road hauliers. In effeci, the govermment had harnessed the railway coume
paniaa =o that they could function more as a team, but them hobbled them.
Like the proverbial Irish mavvy, the companies were faced witk the prospeci

of repeatedly going tack to ask for a longer pisce of string.

Since the key cantraversial part of Aldcroftts argument is that the rail-
wy managers did noi do enough to btresk themselves free of the restrictions
imposed an them by govermmeant, some evidence of ths G.W.R.'s beshaviour in

this respect can now be considered. Evidence merely of the awareaness by

(10)




the managers of the importance of the imswe is evident on several
levels: from the late 1920's Viscouni Churchill had become accustiomed
to comenting in his statement to the shareholders at the A.G.¥. that
the railways were facing unfair competition from ‘the roads, and his
1932 addrees exemplifies this., It svmmariges aduirably the case being
made by all the railway companies at this time, and culminated in 7938
with a Press and poster campaign demanding 'A Square Deal Now.' Their
lack of eaccess at this late stage was in part due to the distracticas
of the international crisis, tut also in pert due io an unsympathetic
body of public opinion, as exemplified by the “Ieily Express. Iis
editorial reveals that newspaper's complete lack of awareness of, or
imterest in, the iweniieth—century reality of rosd competitiom:

"If we conferred that right (the right to fix charges privately) upon
the railwmys, there would be two rates, cne for the rich and another for

the poor.n

The 'Square Deal' campaign was argnably conducted late, and its effect

on pablic opinion was rather limited {(presumably the key issue of freight
charges did not capture the public imagination), bot the railway companies
bad not been passive or complacent in accepting their lot., The G.H.R.

was in the forefront of the railways' fight to reform the commercial Teow

strictions impoged upon them.

Further evidence can be found of the G.W.R. interest in the igsunes both

of regulating the railways and co-ordinsting them,

T. 0.8, Nock, History of the Great Western Railway Vol.III (1967) p148ff

8. Tbid. pi51
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in amongset assorted papers of the Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department
is a series of articles published in The Times from 12th-18th ¥ay 1932
entitled '"The Plight of the Reilwmys.' Interestingly this is within
three months of the A.G.M. address of Viscount Churchill referred to
eariier, The articles emphasise:
1. That the scale of rail losses are new compared with 1929
2. Government initerference in Rates and Wages
3. Boad campetiiion
4. That railways need to be more efficient — fagzier, and eliminating
mnecessary competition eic.
5. Xoad haulage ia cheaper to operate, as costs are compleiely
different.
The final conclusion reads:
"Ihe problem therefore i to invent s plan of co-ordinating rail and road
transport in such a way as io awoid subsidiging the road at the expense of
the railwy, without vnduly penalising the legitimade Revelopment of the

newer form of ‘transport.t

These articles bighlight, in a curiousgly ¢oblique faghion, some of the
reasms Wy the railwaey probdlem was never tackled effectively beiweer the
wars. It has already been pointed ont that the 1921 Conservative govern—
ment wee not prepared to impose co~ordimation without imposing regnlatian
ag weil. Howewer, on their part, when the campanies campaigned for a
relamtion of the restrictions imposed npon them, there seems to have been
no recognition that they shonld give up any of their exigiing independence,

They gave Tew gigns that they would accept clogser cowordination with each

3. See Visoount Churchillts addresg for example.
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other during thiz period, let alane with road travsport as saggesied by
The Times. It was not just the government that was blinkered hy certain

nineteenthcentury attitudes.

Fevertheless it wan the continued inconsistency of government which did
most Yo prevemt the railways from securing a firmmer footing — as des~
cribed iy P.3. Bagwell. Weat The Times article obliquely highlights is
that in the 1920's government could avoid major interventions on the
groands that the railways were then gradmally building up their business
suceessfally — in the early 1930's when usiness collapsed govesrnment
eould not now afford o intexvene on the scale reqmired. Thig ig perhaps
illustrated by the railuny companies' diffienlty in finding a fayourable
time $o initiate the 'Square Deal' campaign during the period 1932-8.

This also refiects the decline of the reilway 'lobby' in Parliament.

While govermment policy was incmmsistert and comparatively unresponsive
to railway influence daring this period, this is not to say that it was
inactive (the 1929 Development Act will be discussed later). This hotch=
potch of government activity provides the political consitraints within

which the G.W.R. and other companies had to manage their affairs.

Section 29 of the 1921 Railwmy Act was the section which establighed
standard rates. I retained the principle of charging Y classification
of the goods themselves (rather than by the cost of conveying them), and
alsc strictly by distance even though short cross~country journeys were
offten mach more expensive to operate than longer mzin-line onees. The
railways were thus forced as common carriers to comvey uneconomic goods
an uneconomic routes, and to cross-subsidise accordingly from their mors

profitable rouies. Tweniyw-one new classes of merchandise were established,

(13)




and standard charges were caloulated for each o teke offect an

1st Janpary 1928 with a view to each mzin-line ccmpany earning a
fetandard revenue' each year. {Theze standard revenueg were never
achieved, as illustrated earlier). The Railway Retes Trilumal which

we set up to administer theee rates anticipated that exceptional rates
would be unusual — however by 1938 80 per cent of rates actually charged
were exceptional. These exceptional rates were almosti invariably lower
(not higher ag anticipeted) and their proliferation was directly due to
road competitior., That the companies did not formally seek a change in
the standard rztes until 1937 ie a reflection of their view of a
politically unfavourable climate throughowt this period — a view ( and

the reaszons for it) illustrated earlier.

The government’z ocontimned specific interest in the railways was shown
when they abolished the passenger duty in 1929 (which was at least a
practical help). The 1930 Royal Commission on Transport made an atbemnpt
to evalwate the economies achjeved by the "grouped! railway companies,
and the ecanomiee gtill to be achieved, while the 1331 Weir Committee
investigated and recommended the electrification of mch of the raile
wey system. However the practical asgistance in implementing such re-
commendations was not forthcoming. Therefore when the G.W.R. had to
make decisions on electrification, and on larger capacity weagons (as
recommended Wy the 1930 Royal Commission), they had to make thoge
decigions in the abmence of a comsistent government policy onm how to
bring aboni a betterwco-ordinated, more efficient British railway

gystem.
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(1)

(2)

(3)

Factical economies

The G.W.R. management were certainly awmre of their gradual grinding
deciine. Wnlike earlier, they now compiled a scbetantial amoumi of
information aboui the company's performence year by year ~ at they
found themgelves illeequipped to solve the underlying problems.

They could make tactical ecancmies = improving the efficiency of
existing operaiions — but they found it muck harder to effect fundse
mental changes in strategy. Like the crew of the locomotive cut of
control on a gradient too steep, they comld slow their decline by
skilfol operation and fine tuning of the controls; tat they mew that

10 molve the probviem the railway itself needs to be rebuilt.

Just how much they atiempted io make fine tunings to thege controls ig
illustrated as a recurring theme in the Company records. In the mimmtes
of the Chief Officers' Conference May 1925 +the Chief Accoumtant drawe
attention to the Company's unsatisfactory financial remilts and advises
that expenditure must be cul down on everything except renewals. On

st September 1932 a memorandum from C.B., Collett to F.C. Hall is stiil
seying that all =mall works mmst cease or be postponed or "If completed,
will i% result in a saving of working expenses.® Bui whereas they did
not always find it that easy to conirol expenditure on "small works™ in
vractice, rednction in employees or hours worked was a much more tangibie
move. The minute of the Board of Directors meeting of 29th October 1926,
recording that, with some exceplions, the men at Swindon were going from

a four~day to a {three-day week, is almost a casnal one.

1. 'Mins of Chief Officers' Conference,' 4 May 1925, BATL250/144,P.R.0.
2. '"Memo,' 1 September 1932, RATL 253/264,P.R.O.

3+ 'Minz of G.W.R. Board,’' 29 October 1926, RAIL 250/54,P.R.O,

(15)
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However, even in their desire to make these economies there seemsg to
be little understanding of how tc measure or evaluate them. This is
evident from the very beginning of cur period in the Report ¢f the Snbe
committiee of Boonomies Congeguent mpon Amal gamation of 1923, The introw
duction comments that Sir Bric Geddes had thought that £25 million per
annom would be a "modest estimate™ of the savings which would be made
bty amalgamation, but that no details had been offered. This estimste
had been made at the Bill stage, tat a Government committee of 1918 had
listed thirteen possible methods or areas of saving:

1. Concentration of contrel of operations.

2« Despaich of traffic by shortest and best route.

3. Betier loading of trains.

4. Common and better nge of rolling stock.

5« Reduction of shunting mileage etc.

6. Bemomic terminal handling of goods by mechanical appliances,

T+ Economieg from eliminating wasteful competition and advertising ste.

8. Rednction in Clearing House operations etc.

9. Wholesale purchase of astares.

10, Reduction in personnel.

11. Standardisation of equipment.

2. Concentration of mamufacturing and repairing operations.

13. Conceatration of auxiliary services.
But cur Sub-commitiee immediaiely eliminated over three-quarterg of these
suggestied areas of investigation with the words:
"Beonomies under some of these headg e.g. tue to the use of mechanical
appliances would bave accrued to the G.W.R. in the normal course of
development, irrespective of the grouping of rzilways. Whilst under other

heads such economies as might resslt from grouping womld be difficult to

4. ‘'Report...' 1923, RATL 258/453,P.R.0.
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measure and would operate very gradually over & number of years.®
The Swb=-committee instead choge to comcenirate on the areas they would
wndersfand best:

1. Reduction in personnel.

2. HWholesale parchage of sgtores.

3. Elimination of competitive train and cartage working.
This disappointing conclusion illustrates the understandable difficulties
which the G,W.R. managers had both in investigating and measuring changes
in the very structure of operations., TYet they did achieve some success
with their tactical economies, and on certain occasions succeeded in
measuring them. The Chief Mechanical Engineer's Department had a sise
{istical section = of which more later — and there iz evidence of increass
ingly thorough efforts to save day-bhy-day or month-by-month costs through
the monitoring work of this section. Ore senses in the C.M.E.'s anonal
reports some pride in their ability to calculate and wmonitor contirmonsly
the repair costs for each individual engine, and thereby the average run-
ping costs of each class of engine. They also rariicularly monitored the
labour costs and outpaut per man-hour at Swindon, and there is evidence that
these areas of monitoring encouraged the Company tc make steady tat piece-

meal cost=cutting measuras.

There are (albeit scanty) references in the C.M.E.'s anmual reports of
1925 and 1928 that the performance of locomotives acquired through the
1923 amalgametion hof heen assessed ¢ that the department knew which to

candemn and which $o retuild or adapt for contizued uge. A table iz -~

5. 'Report by General Manager on siatistics compiled by Chief Mecharical
Engineer's Depariment at Swindom,' 1927, BAIL 253/390,P.R.0.

6. ‘'Anmal Report of the Chief Mechanical Engineer,' 1925 and 1928,
RAIL 258/304,P.R.0O.
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ingerted in the 1925 report to show the substantial improvements in
coal coneumption effected by these 'abzorbed! locomotives afier certain

‘improvemenisg.’ Thig is reproduced here ay Table 3.

Table 3
Engine Class Average Coal Consumption per Nile in lhe
Before After Decreasge
Taff Vale 299 64.9 49.8 15.1
Taff Vale 315 61.2 51.4 9.8
Taff Vale 441 61.8 45 .4 16.4
Barry 198 r 53.0 5.2 7.
Barry 196 54.3 50.1 4.2
Barry 125 44.5 42.6 1.9
Cambrian 855 64.6 5%5 131
M & S.W, 1005 53.7 42.9 10.8
I & S.H. 1007 45 .4 33.5 1.9

Somrce: P.R.O. RAIL 258/304 Anmual Report of the C.M.E. 1925, p.2

Such small tactical ecaromies could be conbined into quite substantial
armlative savings for the Company as a whole. Farthermore the C.M.E.'s
departuent began to find that with their increzsed ahility to measure
individual locomotive repair and maintenance costs they also developed
the ability to make more efficient uge of the stock of their loco=
motives as a whole, The 1937 report pregents a summary table = re—
produced here as Table 4 = to show that in the ten years 1927=37 the
total mileage covered by G.W.R., engines increased, the stock of engines
decreased, and the average mileage per engine increased gignificantly,
Allowing for a comsiderable falling-off of business 1330=5, it appears
from the table that the average stock of engines each year decreased
steadily until 7936, bat the recovery of business in 1936~7 was accom

modated almosi entirely by increased efficiency of engine working. The
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increase in engine stock for 1937 is marginal compared with the
increaged mileage, and this is reflected in the contimed significant

increase in average wileage per engine for that year.

Table 4
Total milea G.W.R, engines compared with stock of engines
glncludinE Rail Cars but ezcluding Electric Stock)
1 to 1
Year Stock of Engines Tolal mileage Average mileage
(Average for year) per_emgines

1927 4088 954953,179 | 234472

1928 4019 95,060,257 23,653

1929 3945 971+396,313 24,689

1230 3914 96,273,189 24,591

1931 3895 92,012,127 23,623

1932 3835 89,414,321 23,315

1933 3779 89,369,677 23,649

1934 3734 92,288,204 24,716

1935 3620 94,459, 456 26,094

1936 3604 97,904,011 27,165

1937 3621 100, 421,983 27,718
Includes Steam Rail Cars 1927=1935
Tncludes Diesel Rail Cars 1935=1937
Decreased Stock 1927=1937 = 46T or 11.4%
Increased mileage 1927=1937 = 4,468,804 or 4.7%
Increased annual mileage per engine 1927=1937 = 4,246 or 18.1%

Source: P.R.O.BAIL 258/304 Anmual Report of the C.M.E. 1937, pd.

If this table in the 1937 report is the most thorough example of
improved efficiemcies given in all the C.M,E.'s annual reporis, there
are nevertheless several other examples shich show their awarenegg of
the issue. A cryptic sub=gection in the 1925 report states merely:
"ELECTRIC BQUIPMENT OF TRAINS

The work of meintaining the eleotrical equipment of irains, which was

7. Ibid, 1925, p3.
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carried out at Old Oak Common, has been transferred to Swindon,

where it can be mere economically performed in conjunction with

the general carriage work.w

No attenpt was made to measure ihe economy effected on this occasiom,
and similarly in the 1926 report the new gasholder at Swindon Works

is merely described as having "effected very great economy in the

maving of gas over the weekends ...%

However, to balance the picture again, there are other examples whers
economies were measuresd. In the 1925 repori is an assessment that the
new boilers and Coal and Ash handling plant at the Swindor boiler plant
have enabled a saving to be made of £2,200 per year hy using cheaper
coal, and lesg of it. The 1927 report goes further and reporis a direct
saving of £10,000 per annum by insialling new plant from France to im-
plenent a new syctem of electric drilling, tapping and tube expanding in

the same Boiler Shop.

These examples illustrate the efforts made by the C.M.B.'s Departmnent to
malke economies on what I have called = tactical level - readjustments
within an existing structure. Alsoc evideni is that there were sometimes
real efforts made 10 measure these economies. However, ¢on the gquestion of
improved efficiency at a strategic level thege reports are perhaps by
definition out of their depth. Strategic changes = involving the re-
structuring of the Company!s operations as 2 whole = can only he made at
head office level involving congiderationg outside the scope of any gingle

department of the company. Nevertheless some of these important cuestions

8. Ibid, 1326, pb.
9, Ibid, 1925, p4.

10. Ibid, 1927, 4.
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are raised, or begged, on various occagiong in these reporigs. In
particular they include the possible electrification of the railway
system, the reform of the use of mineral wagons, and the investment
policy for the Swindon Worke as a whole. Thege topics provide three

cage studies through which the G.W.B.'s 2bility to plan and execuie

gtrategic decisions can be considered.
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Stra'h&' ¢ decigiong:

i} Blectrification = the non—event

The question of possible electrification of all or part of the G.W.RH.
provides a useful illustration of three main themes of this inguiry,
First is the sheer practical difficuliy of achieving a major strategic
change in operations in the case of a large railwey. Seoond is the une
certaip nature of the decision-making process employed by the G.W.R. to
tackle 2 major issue such as this. Third is the effect of the abgence
of & consistent government policy toward the railways. In the case of
elecirification, these themes combined to produce a massive non=event

on the G.W.R.

The sheer practical probiem in girategic terms is a very real one.
Massive capital expenditure is required to ild a railway, after which
there ig a heavy running expenditure on manpower and maintenance., Fun-
uing costs can only be trimmed up to & peint, tut to alter them radically
the very siructure of the railway needs to be altered. This in turn means
not only a massive injection of capital fto tuild that new structure or
technology Tt also a huge writing=off of the capital invested in the old
structure or techmology. As will be seen later, the 'knock on' effect

of thege considerations can be pervasive.

A furiher twiet to this strategic predicament ig that there is very litile
benefii in a gystem mixing 'old' and '™mew'; the bhenefits of such investw
ments are only properly realised whenm the {ransgition is complete, The
G.W.R. had experienced thig themselves in traumatic fashion afier losing
the 'Batile of the ganges' in ithe nineteenth cenptury when still a relative=

1y young company. They were them saddled with a2 gystem of mixed gouges,
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ard discovered that it was irrelevant whether or not the broad gange

was, ak they believed, technologically superior. It was not economical

to ron two systems or one railway, and standardisation was more important
than engineering eaperiority; therefore over a period of years thay were
forced 4o rationalise to the standard ggage. The capital cost of changing
was high, and most of the investment and technology of broad gauge was
arparently wasted. One is tempied to speculate that thig experience
probably made G.W.R. managers a little more reluctant to spend massively
on introducing a new ang apparently techmologically muperior system unless
there were some financial gnarantees attached. Speculation on thig sub-
Ject is, howsver, all that is available since the evidence of the thinking
behind the decisions of the Board of Direciors and other commitiees is go

scanty.

Such caution may have been wndergtandable, and the reasons for that cantion
very real ones, mut the minds of G.W.R. managars were not closed to the
.idea of mirategic change, even if they did not seem clear how to go about
achieving ii. As erly as 1914 consideration was given 1o elecirifying
the G.W.R.'s suburban lines, although the brief dismiszal of the idea ig
digappoiniing. Almost as disappointing is the lack of follow=up to the
1921 decision to investigate the elecirification of ithe 'Eagtern and
Western Valley lines.! The paragraph in the 1925 Annual Report of the
Chief Mechanical Engineer is algo Irustrating:

"The question as to whether advanitage can be obtained by elecirifying
any portion of the railway is still receiving very careful congideration,
Up to the present, however, no section has beem found where economy would
result, but, if the schemes ontlined by the Covernment to provide a

National Supply of cheap eleciricity were carried out, the circumstances

ts 'Min. of G.W.R. Chief Officers' Conference,' 2 February 1914,
RATL 250/143, P.R.O.

2e Imid. 21 November 1921.
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(3)

(4)

would be greatly changed; with the result that it would probably be
found thal some portion of the line could be electrified with

advantage.®

The fact that only individual portions of the line were being cone
sidered, and only by one department of the Company, seems to show a
failure at ithis siage %o understand that thig issue required cone

sideration ag a major strategic issue.

More serious, and repeated, consideration was given to electrifying
another gection of the line betweem 1925 and 1939, and this time it
took place at the very highest lavel ~ tut again only the outlines of
the decicions made can be traced. This episode opened with a memo-
randum to the Board of Directors dated izt May 1925 requesting that
Sir Fhilip Dawson, a known advocate of electiric traction, be agked

‘to prepare a feasibility report at the cost of 2,000 guineas plus
expenses. The Board agreed., On 1st July 1927 the report was back,
examining the Taunton tc Penzance section, and it concluded that after
spending nearly £3.5 millions over eight years the Company could

expect a T.3 per cent return on capital expenditure.

The very iopic itself and area covered hy this report illustrate the
first theme of this section -~ the practical problem of how te implement
gtrategic change, or, in this case, where to start. The original

expectation had been that the report would logk at the ¢.W.R.'s London

3. ‘*aAnnual Report of the C.M.E,' 1925, RATL 258/304, P.R.C.

4. 'G.WN.R. Secretarial pere: Electrification of Tawnton to Penzance
section,' RAIL 258/274, P.R.0. Thege papers include the reports
themselves and the extracis of mimntes and memoranda that relate to
them .
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suburban network, which would have been in line with the contemporary
successful experience ¢f the Southern Railway. Instead Sir Philip Dawswn's
report states in the initroductiion that the Taunton to Penzance section, a
relatively self-contained gection, was chosen "after careful consideration |
with your officers" for three reasons. The first and third reasons were

that expenditure on this section was going to be needed in the near

future anyway. The line between Tamnton and Newton Abbot was becoming very ;
congested with traffic and a doubling of the track was laready umder con- A
gideration, while new steam locomotive sheds were algo going to be needed

soan. The second reason given was that there were many gteep gradients on

mich of the whole section, and electric ftraction was thought to be parii-
cularly effective in tackling this problem. There ig no further discussion
of ihis cheoice in the report, and one is left o speculate why this known
advocate of electric tracition agreed {0 examine a zeciion of railwey where
the overall demsity of traffic wes low {compared with & suburbar network) :‘

when it was already clear that the most economical return on capifal came

from electrifying neiworks of high traffic density. IFf Sir Philip was

hoping to persuade the G.W.R. to become 100 per cent electric in due courze
he may have hoped that, once the Company had electrified thig relatively
unpromising section and found the adwantages proved, the case for electrifying
the rest of the Railwry would be easy to present. PFurthermore, he may have
considered that at this initial stage, with the Company officers very cautiousg
on the question of massive capital invesiment, it would be easier to persuade
the Company to put money into a section where it was going to have to invest

heavily in the near future anyway.

If this was indeed his hope, he was 0 be disappointed. The second theme

of this section the G.W.E.'s uncertain decision-making processes, is

illustrated by the reception which greeted Sir Philip's report. In the
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(6)

Board minante dated 29th July 1927 the main discussgion recorded is noi
the merits of the Report itself; instead the record is of the complaints
voiced that Sir Philip's expenses were double what had been the agreed

maxitmm. Here Parkinson's Law of Triviality is well illustrated.

There is no further mention until 11th October 1929 when a comment is
recorded that Sir Philip's estimate of return on capital was "anrealistioen.
However the elecirification issue was now 1o be recongidered in the light
of the money newly to be made awmilable under the Unemployment Relief Act
of 1929; in this report the London suburban network was now to be looked
at. However, there is again frugtratingiy no further mention of the issue
until 1931; poasibly it was decided to await the cutcome of the Weir
Committee report. The same inconclusive fate befell a Special Meeting
earlier in the year {6th February 1929) which met to consider the future
of Paddington station. It set up a sub=commiitee to submit schemes for the
electrification of the London to Reading Line with facilities for through
working,. The sab-commiiiee was $o meet jointly with "™his committee™ from
time to time stariing the following monith. Since the Weir Commitiee was
comniszioned by Herbert Morrison in September 1929, thig again may be the
explanation for lack of evidence of further action. Hitherto govermment
had made it clear that substantial government aid to electrify the railways

would not be fortheoming, i now things locked wmore encouraging.

Nevertheless further indecision greeted the report wherm it did arrive. It
reported on 1st HMay 1931 that elecirification should be introduced nation-
wide, not in a8 piecemesal fashion. It estimated that following an invesiment
of £261 milliong in the country's railueys over the next 1520 years (plug

£80 millions by the electiricity companies) a 7 per cent return on capital

5. 'G.W.R. Secrefarial papers: Electrification of London io Reading section,!
RAIL 258/45%, P.R.O.

6. Leslie Hamnah, Electricity before Natiocnalisation, 1979, v163
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conld be expected as a "oconservative estimate.™ One might not enfirely
blame the railway managers if they felt they had heard g1l this before;
at the time of the 'grouping' they had been told by Sir Eric (eddes (as
mentioned earlier) that £25 millions was 2 "modest estimate" of the
savings which would be effected mersly by the amzlgamations. Having
been advised, bui not conocretely helped, by government on that occasion,
the railway managers may perhaps be forgiven for the caution with which

they greeted the arrival of the repori.

4 Special Meeting of Chairman and CGeneral Managers of the railway

companies took place on 26th Jume 1931. In their opinion the Weir
Committee's estimates were too speculative, and that for such a programme
of mssive investment they would need government help. Their request there-
fore was for details of what government help would be available to enable
them to congider the matter further. No doubt they had noted with favour
that the Weir Committee had accepted the analogy of the current public
spending on roads (£60 millions per anmm; £500 millions in previone ten
years), and hoped that the government would now accept the implications of

that analogy.

In this they were to be disappointed. Herbert Morrison, the supporter of
large scale electrification, had beem told by hie Cabinet that major
Government help was oul of the mestion, and he wee obliged to pass thig on
to the railway chairmen in a meeting on 31st July 1931. Hhat is perhaps more
disappointing is that there is no record of any furiher congideration of the
repert by the railway managers to see what they could do from their own

resources, as suggested to them by Morrison. The contemporary experience of

7. Thid. p165
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the Southern Railway might have merited their further consideration.
This episode illustrates the third theme of thiz section, the in=
cansigtency of government policy. They initiated the Weir Committee,
and indeed in 1920 and 1932 issued through the Ministry of Transport
orders prescribing the permitted schemes for electrifying railways.

But while issueing advice and guidance to the railways, the government
never accepted the analogy with the roads to the extent of conceding
that more active intervention was required. The governmemt's reticence
tended to tip the balance againgt the railway companies deciding to take

the plunge on major programmes of investment such ag this.

For thig reason it is the more remarkable that the G.W.R. was at least
prepared to consider the matter further in 1938, Increasing coal prices
(ty 32 per cent 1934=7) ave the impetue for this review. The Board mimute
of 11th Pebruary 1938 merely records an agreement that the consultants Merg
and McLellan were to be azked to lock over Sir Philip Dewson's report agmin,
and again the fee was 1o be 2,000 guineas. On 24th March 1939 the re—
commendation was back that an invesimeni of £4.5 millions over four years
would tring in a retum of only 0.75 per cent per annmum,. Three of the

tables of eslimates are given by 0.3. Nock, although he gives the impresemion

that these were being done for the first time in 1933, and he also gives
the key reasons why the electrificatiemof this soction was not in practice

going to be ag economical as had been hoped.

8. Ibid. p384 and 0.8, Nock, G.W.R., pi53
9. 0.S5. Nock, G.¥.R., pi52=3
i0. *G.W.R. Secretarial papers: Electrification....' RAIL 258/2?4, P.R.C.

11. 0.5. NOC.k, G-W-R-, p154-6
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As had been known all along, the demsity of traffic on this scuth-western
section was not as great as on a suburban seciion. But, forthermore,

where traffio density did produce problems on this section it only did so
seasonally; this restricted the opportunity for electrification to fulfil
one of ite chief advantages. Merz and Mclellan also put 2 very high cost
(£2,5 millione) on the purchase of electric locomotives and mmltiple units,
and furthermore estimated that the total number of locomotives maintained
by the Company would only be reduced by & very marginal figure. Finally

it was revealed that, since g0 great a propoertion of this total sectian of
track consisted of curved track, the spans between the structures supporting
the overhead conductors wonld need to be shorter than normal on 61 per cent
of the route. Tt is not surprising that, fellowing the receipt of this new
report forecasting such a marginal return on investment, no further action

was resclved by the Board,

Locking back on the electrification episode, it still seems strangs that
s0 much energy was mat into considering this particularly wnpromising
section of the line. The reasons Sir Philip Dawson gave for chocsing thig
section in 1925 nevertheless sound persuasive — by rendering unnecessary
some previously pressing short=term investment, the immediate impact of
the lonag-term invesimemt required was to be rednced. But once the short-
term invesiment was no longer pressing, the prospect of pvlungeing into
massive long-term invesiment was immediately less attractive. By 1929 the
G.¥W.R. had 'King' class locomotives to haul the pregtige expresses up the
steep gradients of south=west Devon, while the problem of pressure of
traffic on the Taunton-Hewton Abbot section had vroved to be at worst only
a seasonal problem. The reality of overall declining $raffic figures, not

orly 1930-4, tui aiso in 1938 after the 'indian summer' of 19367, would

(29)




have carried more weight than the experience of the Swedish State
Railways (pointed out contemporarily hy the Railway Gagzetie) where
electrification had proved to be more beneficial than had beem
anticipated, including the halting of the decline in traffic, Ir the
light of the circumstances of Fetruary 1938, s0 mch more than in

May 1925, one iz tempted to think that commissioning such ax inquiry om
this section of the line was asking for & negiive recommendation. Whate
ever the merits of Sir Philip's 1925 choice, the Boardts 1938 decision

to reconsider the same section of the line shows at the very least a lack

of imagination and full understanding of the issues involved.

Given that the govermmeni's lukewarm support was of little practical walue 1
to the G,W.R., and given that the decision=making at the top level of the
Company seemed to show a Parkinsonion lack of vision, the prectical rami-
fications arising from this kind of sirategic question were nonetheless con- {
slderable. As indicated earlier, a 'mixed! strategy spelled danger io a {
railvway, since standardisation was vital for efficiency. Any digruption

to any part of the railwmy’s integrated system would have a Tknock—on'®

effect on other varts of the systen, creating substantial problems including
obgolescence and possible redundancies. For eXample, the G.W.R.was heavily

commitied to huilding and repairing its oun locomotives, and not golely in

Swindon. Following any electrification, the switch to tuying the new loco= I
motives from outside companies (certainly implied by Merz and McLellan)

would have made meny men redundant at the prestigious Swindon Worke and else—
where. Ever if the men conld have been redeployed, perhaps even building
electric locomotives as the railway went all=electric, massive new costs
would still ‘have been involved, initially greater still than making them

redundant. Either choice by the Company would still have resulted in the |
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writing=0ff of substanitial recent invesiment in their railway works.
Between 1913 and 1923 nearly half a million pounds wes invested in
tuilding a2 new locomotive shop ab Swindon (of which more later). in
1928 the locomotive repair works at Caerphilly were modernised, and in
1929 the Company allocated a half of the momey received through the
Development Act to modermising the Wolverhampion works - some £225,000 =

mich of which wes algo for repair facilities.

The serarate issue raised here, of how the G.W.R. plamned its investment
in the Swindon Works, will be considered later. Meanwhile, on the
electrification issne, it can be seen that, despite good intentions, there
were some limiltations to the Company's ability to think through a wajor
strategic question. When, as on this isaue, the praciical problems and
their repurcussions were so immense, the Company with its lukewarm goverr-—
ment support did not have the stremgth to get electrification off the

drawing-board.,
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Stretegic Decisions:

ii} _Mineral Magons — the gallant failure?

Where ihe G.W.R.s plans for electrification did not get off the drawinge
board, the Company's attempis to rationalise the nse of mineral wagons on
its rails did make much more progress in practice. The problem was a

ma jor one; for two interrelated reasons the nse of mineral wagons on the

S S —

G.W.R. wan grossly inefficient. Firgt, the rolling stock consisted aluwost
entirely of wagons of a iwelve-tom capacity or less, in sharp contrast to
the much higher capacity wagons used the U.S.A. Second, the vast majority
of these wagons were privately ouned hy a large number of different
collieries and other concerms. These factors contimzed to bring about a
grossly excessive movement of iraffic, including the extensive ruming of

empty wagons, by the G.W.R. in proportion to the total quantity of coal

transporied. In the cage of this strategic question, it is evident that
the G.W.R. managers perceived the prohlem clearly, and that they endeawvoured
to grasp the opportunity offered by the 1923 grouping by ingtigating
measures to change voth the capacity and the use of mineral wagong. Never-

theless final success eluded them.

It has been celculated that in the 1920's approximately 20 percent of rail-

way traffic receipts and just over 50 per cent of freight traffic met ton

miles were produced from the coal trade. The railuny managers were well

aware that raising the capacity of wagens from the customary ten or twelve

tons Yo twenty tons would bring considerable advantages. With an increase

in capital costs of only 50 per cent, and of tare weight from 22 to 50 per cent,

éarning capacity could be raised by 100 per cent. Teking the opportunity

1. G Channon, "The G.W.R. under the British Railways Act of 1921," |
Buginess Highory Review, Vol LV, No:2 (Summer 1981), p2i2. |

2. TIbid. See also 'General Manager's Report to Traffic Committee,"

t1th October 1923, RATL 250/450, P.R.C. and 'Report of the Royal )
Commiesion on the Coal Industry' 1925, p97, RAIL 1119/122, P.R.O.
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of the amalgamation which gave them a new monopoly in most of Somth

Wales, and also the apparent opporiunity of the coal export boom of

1923, the G.W.R. launched & campaign to persuade wagon owners o change

%0 ‘the new iwentywton capacity wagon. Sir Felix Pole, as general

manzger, put his prestige fully behind the campzign, for example by
personally addressing the Cardiff Business Club. In Azemst 1924 the
G.W.R. sent two traing to Severn Tunnel Junction as a demonstration; both
were made up sufficient to comvey a payload of 500 tons of coal. The train
of 25 G.W.R. iwenty-ton wagons was 612 feet leng, tut the train of 50

{3) wagong of lower capacities had a length of 1,009 feet.

The publicity campaign was followed by a programme of construction and
marketing. One thousand wagons in total were ordered from four outside
contractors, and 200 were pot wnder construction at Swindon. On
(1) 25 August 1924, fifty twenty-ton wagons were delivered to North's
Navigation Co at Maesteg, and the following day & shipment of coal was con=
veyed to Port Talbot. This appears to have been the firet commercial use of
theze wagons, although it is recorded that by the end of the year there were
(5) a total number of 700 in use and that the p@ris of Newport and Swenses were
also dealing with them regularly., The Goods Depariment Report of 1924 lists
five companies which had started using them, and it is stated that two others
(6) ‘are also seriously considering the matter." The Traffic Department Report
for the same year also reports imitial smccess in introducing the wagons,

reporting a 15 per cent gain in the mying load obtainable, but in cawntion

30 NOCk’ GQWORO P 41.

4. 'Docks Deperiment Report 19247, RAIL 253/431, P.R.O.
5. ITbid.

6. 'Goods Department Report 1924,' RATL 253/431, P.R.O.
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adds that complete train loads cannot often be achieved "owing to the

comparatively mmall number of wgons i use and having regard to colliexry

and shipping requirements, "

Thiz note of caution foreshadows the problems to come. The 1925 Coods
Department Report sitates that progzpects for the new wagons were now o=
certain because of the {unexpected) @epression in the coal trede, although
attempts were being made (with limited success) to make ugse of the W LOnS
for other goods as well. More immediately sericus wag the bare statement
in the zame report: "Stockwell, Peck & Co., whe were in possession of
25(20=ton wagons) gave notice of their inability to continue to use them.n
A similar emiry in the 1927 Goods Department Report gives the reasom:
"Messres W.D. Rees & Co. bhave asked to be released from the hire of the

20 wagons, owing to the colliery from which they now draw sapplies being

wnable to degl with the higher capacity WAEONS . sse™ The overall problem

with the introduction of twenty=tom wagons was that the handling facilities,

such as weigh=bridges, hoists, and sidings, needed to be modified in order
10 deal with them. Some of thess facilities, particulariy at the various

docks, were now in the bhands of the G.W,R. itzelf Following grouping. The
Company was at least comsistent in followingwthrongh its investment in the
we.gons themselves with the necessary interrelated investment in its own

handling facilities. By 1927 there were 39 hydraulic hoists suitakle for

7. "Traffic Department Report 1924,' RAIL 253/431, P.R.O.

8. *Goods Department Report 1925,' RAIL 253/432, P.R.O.

9+ 'Goods Department Report 1927,' RAIL 253/434, P.R.O.

10.'General Manager's Report' 11 Oct. 1923, RAIL 250/450, P.R.O.

11.'Mins of Chief Officers' Gonference' 15 June 1925, RAIL 250/144 P.R.O.

12.7Anmual Report of C.M.E., 1926, RAIL 258/304, F.R.O.

( 34)




13)

14)

X

Twenty—ton wagone in the Docks section, while at the end of 1928 it could
be reported that:

"There are now 7 hoists at Barry, 11 at Cardiff, 12 at Newport, 4 at
Penarth, 6 at Port Talbot and 9 at Swansea, making a total of 49 capeble
of dealing with 20~ton wegons."

However, many of the handling facilities requiring modification were still
not in the hands of the G.W.R. itself, ot instead belonged to the iron
and steel works and the collieries. At a time when their industries . were
entering decline, they were being asked by the G.W.R. %o spend money on
their facilities, apparenily purely for the benefit of the reilwy. Co=
operation was thus required between smeparate but vertically related

industries in order to bring into use thege cost=saving twenty-ton wegons.

To iackle this problem the G,W,R. managers at least realised that friendly
persuagion would not suffice. In 1923 the Company offered a 5 per cent

reduction in charges for fully loaded twenty=ton wagons, and in his address
to the Candiff Business (lub in 1924 Sir Felix Pole extended the 5 per cent
rekate to include dock charges. He wmtated in his address that the Company

was spending some £2 millions on the reconstruction of tipping appliances

alone = the Company's reconstruction in the Docks section hasg already been
recorded. But by the end of 1925 the coal industry was already in deep :
recession, and the coalowners did not find the nsed to make the necesgary

capital expenditurs sufficiently pressing., The enlightened offer of a

5 per cent reduction in various costs might have been more ‘tempting when

the coal industry wae thriving, bt this was no longer a propitiocus time.

13. 'Annwal Report of C.M.E., 1928,7 RATL 258/304, P.R.O.
14. Nock, G.W,R, p39.
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The coalowners could contimie to get by with the use of low capacity
wgons, and the G.H.R. never tried to itake the drastic step of trying
to force the amliler wagons into oheolemcence. To try to force the
hands of the collieries would have been politically very controversial;
nationally, damaging their image as public servants and common carriers;
locally, as the recent benign succesgors to the previously locally—
owned railways. Thms the G.W.R. depended on a combirmation of friendly
persuagion and inducements, whiie the coalowners, still allowed the
freedom 1o chooee, naturally under the circamgitances choge the shortw

term expedient of inactior.

Bavertheless when the Boyal Commission on the Coal Indusiry reporied in
1925, and came out in favour of the use of tweniy-ton wagons it proposed
nething new in the ways in which this should be brought about. It con=
gidered that compulsion was wrong, ané that it was for the Railway
Companiegs to spredd fthe benefits of the economies by offering more
inducements to ccalowners. In this respect the G.H.R.'s inceniives
were specifically commended bat as a "first step" only. The Commission
expliciily placed a lot of hope in the fact that most wagons were now
twenty years old and would need replacing soor, and the replacemunts
would ke of a twenty=ton capacity. To monitor the progress of itg
recommendations a Standing Committee on Minersl Transport was set up.
However the fact remained that the private owners still had the option
available of buying twelvewton wagons, so they ocontinued to exercise

that option. The Railway Companies represenied only

15« 'Report of the Royal Commission on the Coal Imdustiry' 1925, p 104,
RAIL 1119/122, P.R.O.
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a few out of the many wagon mamufacturers in the country, and in the

context of a free market a railway company would have to be very brave

indeed to refose to supply the kind of wagon which the customer was

epecifically requesiing. Accordingly the Standing Committee reported

in 1929, in ite firgt report, that:

“The number of wagone milt and purchaged by Railway Companies and

allocated specially o mineral itraffic in the years 19238 numbered

40,507, of which 32,364 were twelve~ton wagons and 5,119 were wagons
16) of 20 ton capacity or mowre.t

Yor its part the G.W.R. were not major menufacturers of wagons, sup=

plying to a large extent their own needs (see Table 5) alone. They

attempted to prime the pump of supply of new wagons as demcribed
earlier, i to do more would have involved a further major strategic
change in the company's structure and operations. Short of that, the
only measure not taken was to complete the conversion of the Company's
ovn tiny stock of mineral wagong to the twenty—ton capacity. They
phased ou‘t the very low capacity wagons with some success, tnt the im-
pression is conveyed that during the 1930%c the Company was forced to
accept the reality of the collieries’ inertia. It is the twenty-ton
stock which was contracting before long, presumably hecause of the
continued limited handling facilities in privwate hands which in turn
limited their value (Table 6).

However small the G.W.R.'s share of the total siock of mineral wagons,
their failure io achiewe complete itransition of their own stock is still
perhaps disappeinting. Nevertheless nationally the proportion of

(+7) Railway Company~owned wagon stock which was of a twenty=ton capacity roge

16. 'Report of the Sianding Commiitee on Mineral Transport,’ 1929,
RATL 1053/343, P.R.O.

17, Ibid p32f
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Table 5 - Wagons {all fypes) completely renewed 1923-38

1923 234 1931 1755
1924 1686 1932 979
1925 1767 1933 1414
1926 1766 1934 2504
1927 2044 1935 3236
1928 1638 1936 4367
1929 1482 1937 5127
1930 3188 1938 2807

Constructed from 'Anmmual Beports & Accounts' RAIL 1110/197, P.R.O.

ble 6 = G.UWLR.'s own stock of Mineral wegons 1928-38

——

10 tons sa:nd. under 12) 12 tons 20 tong and over
1928 173 501 951
1929 172 501 971
1930 168 501 971
1931 148 501 971
1932 139 531 971
1933 129 501 871
1932 121 501 172
1935 114 501 71
1936 104 50% 628
1937 103 501 &21
1938 93 501 621

Gonstructed from ‘Annual Reports & Accounts' RAIL 1110/197, P.R.O.

enly from 9.9 per cemt to 13.47 per cent. In the private sector,
with change being only encouraged and not enforced, the Standing
Commitiee found that:

"In the six years 19238, 101,753 wagons, out of a total of 106,220
coal and coke wagons registered to run on the standard gauge railways,
were twelve—ion wagons. It may be added that only 2,188 were wagons

of 20=ton capacity or over.,”

18. 1Ibid. p30
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Purthermore they reported that whereas 93 per cent of the railway-
owned handling facilities had heen suitably adapted, ™only halfn

of privately owned facilities had been so converted.

In the only indication of any attempt 1o Fforce the issue, the

Committee bravely concluded:

"e»» we further recommend that after tst Jamary 1932, provided by

that date reconstruction has been, or ig in process of being, carried

out at the majority of such terminals, no wagons of smaller capacity

than twenty tons shall be constructed for mineral transport nunless

permisgion is given to meet special circumstances.™

Although there is litlle evidence of any concerted attempt to enforce

this recommendation in practice, there was one practical gesture of |
support from the government when the Minister of Transport made an *
apnouncement in the House of Commons on 17th December 1930: |
" MR. HERHEERT MORRISON: I am glad to amounce thai, as the result of
conference with the railway compewnies, the Mining Association and |
National Federation of Tron and Steel Manufacturers, a scheme has been

apmroved under which the railway companies are now prepared, in anproved

cases, to carry out these works of improvements, (i.e. the prevision of

improved Yerminal facilities at Collieries and private sidings), by

arrangement with the iraders with the assistance of grants under Part 1

of the Development (Loan Guarantees and Grants) Act, 1929. The

Government grants will be on scales similar to those already accorded %o

schemes for provision of like terminal facilities at ports, and will have

2 present value equivalent approximately to 30 per cent of the cost of

19. Tbid. pi0

20. Ibid. p4t
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the works. The whole benefit of the Government grant will be passed
on to the traders bty the railway companies, who have, moreover, agreed
to provide the finance of the scheme in the first instance, subject to
repayment by the trader within a period of 15 years with interest at
5% per cent. The railway companies are prepared to consider forthwith,
subject to their own fimancial limitations, applications under thig

{21) scheme from owners of colliery or other private sidings."

On this issue, therefore, the Railway Companies were being offered
more practical govermment help than was cusiomary, and for its part the
G.W.R. was {aking all neasures available {0 persuade the collieries to
adapt to twenty=ton wagons = short of taking over the entire wagon-

building industry.

A5 is already clear, the problem of introducing the twenty-ton wagon
cannot be separated from the pecnliar gystem of private ownership of

{22) wagone. This question was discussed in some detail hy a Royal Commission
in 1925, which conirasted the British pattern of wagon ownership with the
rattern in France, Belgium and Germany where “the wagons are, generally
speaking, railway-owned, and there is a complete common user." Also in
these countries the tweniy~ton wagon was standard. However in Great
Britain:
"he existing system of owmership of railway wegons is the ountcome of
the history of the British railweys. 4% first the railways were intended
to provide only the track and haulage, and users were expected to provide

their oWwn WegoNs evvews

21. Hansard, 17 December 1930.

22. 'Report of the Royal Commission on the Coal Industry', 1925,
RATL 1119/122, P.R.O.
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"It may bve estimated that at ovresent there are almost 700,000 coal
wgons in Great Britain. OF those, about 520,000 are privately

oyned, ..

Even within Great Britain a wide variations in pattern wae reported.

From the Kent coalfield, where the Southern Railway provided all the
wagons, through Scotland (40 per cent privately-owned wagons) and the
North and North Midlands (™he bulk" privately owned) the opposite
extreme was South Wales where the traffic was carried "almoszt exclusively™

in privately—owned wagons.,

The inefficiencies caused by this particular problem were once again
only too well understood by the G.W.R. managers. There is evidence to
sugeest that the 55 per cent increase in reccipts per freight-=train-miie
between 1900 and 1912 on the G.W.R. as 2 whole was achieved by better

(23) internal freight operating practice (e.g. better irain control and
assembly}. This experience would have highlighted for them, by contrast,
the inefficient rumnning of South Wales mineral wagons = something beyond
their control wntil 1914, During the Great far, however, the milways
became oubject to the administrative co=ordination of the Railway
Executive Committee., FEconowies were achieved at a time when the rail
transport of coal increased considerably due to the amount of coal shipped

(24) by coast dropping from 20.5 million to 13 million tons between 1913 and 1919,
bringing a 23 per cent increase in the G.W.R.'s freight train mileage
1913=17, The common—usecr scheme for wagons was introduced early in 1917,
which conszideradbly helped the railways to take the strain of the ine

creased work through its much more efficient use of rolling stock. Tt wasm

23+ fi. Channon, "G.W.R. wnder 1921 Act," p193.

24. Tbid. p195
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(26)

estimated that between October 1913 and October 1923 the rumning of
empty wagons 'at the main junctions' was reduced by 46 per cent

becange of thig meaesure.

The 1923 grouping gave the U.W.R. the oppertunity to capitalise on

this experience. Although there was competition from the L.M.S. for
traffic from Sonth Wales to the Midlands and North of England, the

G.7W.R. now dominated the rail traffic within the principality. The
wmrbime experience of administrative co=ordination could now he

renewed, they hoped, under peacetime conditions: this meant the pooling
and standardisation of the siock of mineral wapons. The 1925 Royal
Commission on the Coal Industry sketched the problem and gave the green
light for action, and also gave some very circumscribed help. Having
outlined the ownership patterns in different parts of the country, and
contrasted them with France, Belgium and (evmany (the result of
investigations by C.E.R. Sherrington, Secrefary of the Rzilway Information
Burcan), the commission came out in favour of an increase in wagon pooling
and ctandardigation. It observed that thexre were 57 different types of
privately—owned wagon, and even among railway—owned wagons the G.W.R. had
23 different types ~ compared with the Southern Railway's seven (although
the northern companies had even more). Incrensed standardisation was

seen as neceseary if different owners were going to be using each other'sg
wagons under a pooling arrangement. However the Commission ingisted that
pooling shonld not be forced on the private owners, and the onus was placed
firmly on the Railway Companies to offer inducements to the owners o co=
operate. The main outside help was to be the Standing Committee on Mineral

Transport in order {0 monitor progress.

25+ 'Report of the Standing Committee ..! 1929, RAIL 1053/343, P.R.O.

26. Quoted by the 'Standing Committee...' 1929, p31.
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(28)

{29)

(30}

Therefore between 1925 and 1929 (when the Stending Committee first
Teported), Yhe colliery companies and railways were merely encouraged
to co~operate, and the ineffectiveness of this is illustrated by the
failure of a pooling proposal in 1927. At that time there were some
110-120,000 privately=ovmed mineral wagons in Sonth Wales, of which
43,000 were pooled between a combine of eight collieries. In March
1927 the G.W.R. were approached by Nr Merrvett of Messrz Cuerst
Llewellyn & Merrett who were the Sales Agents for Messrs Guest, Keen
& Nettlefolds, a firm which controlled “directly and indirectly twenty
five coliieries in the District owning between them 25,300 wagons,”

The proposal was that these wagons should be pooled by means of setting

up a new Wagon Company, in which the G.W.R. were invited t¢ invest heavily,

This investment decision was discussed at a special Meeting on 5th April,
1927, & meeting of professional managers whose recommendations were
presented by the General Manager to the Traffic Committee on 28th April
1927 and accepted. The Meeting, with its negative recommendation, offers
not only an example of how a major investment decision wae considered at a
vrofessional management level, ut also in doing so illusirates why wagon
pocling was so difficult to achieve without ontside supvort. The adwvantages
to the collieries were clear, and honestly stated by Mr Merrett in his
proposal: first, they could avoid altopether the wagons from outside firms,
saving "the £98,000 peid to wagon hiring firms in the year 1924," and
secondly, wagen repairs could be concentrated at a few depote ingtead of

each colliery having its own repair depot. M Merreti sugpested 4that the

27. 'G.W.R. Secrefarial papers: Pooling of mineral wegons,' RAIL 258/460, P.R.O,

28. 1Ibid
29. Ibid
30. Ibid
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G.W.R, would benefit from a decrease in shunting and unnecessary mileage,
and thal the money raised from ithe new Commainy would increase mineral
traffie. However the Memorandum arising from the meeting pointed out
thet these advantages to the G.W.R. were limited by the fact that the
collieries were not all in the same area and that the fullest advantage
worzld only be obtained by complete pooling within the region., Wore ime
portantly, the entire nroposal hinsed on Mr Merrett's valuation of the
warons of £2 millions, and consequent invitation to the C.W.R. to invest =
sam of £800,000 in floating the new company. However, the C.M.%. had
valued these wagons in 1925 as being of scrap value only, some £304,000,
being mainly woodenw=framed and obsoleie, and that effectively dished the

Drovosal .

But although the Mceting came Yo this nesative reaction to the provosal,

1t nevertheless also considered immediate alternatives and the lona=term

view. The main alternative was that all privately-owned wagons should be
taken over directly by the G.W.R., 2 measure which the Meeting recosmmized
wonld bring the maximum benefit in economy, tut which neverthelese had to
e rejected Tor three reasons:

"{) The recent Coal Commission reported that all parties concerned were

definitely ovposed to the wapgons being brought into the owmershin of the

railway companies.

2) & very large proportion of the warons consists of wooden—framed
vehitles, fitted with grease axle-bones, vhose economic life has expired.
Such wagzons would be useless to this Company and could only be murchased at
serap value, a proposal which the colliery companies would not be likely to

accept.

32. Ihid.
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33)

34)

3) Any proposal for the compulsory acquisition of all private owners'
warone would be opwosed in Parliament and the Company might be faced
with beavy claims for compensation from wagon hiring and repairing firms
for loss of btusiness, as well as from the colliery companies for loss of

wagon bire."

The Meeting thus preferred the proposal for a separate Wegon company,
although the secomd reason miven abave also effectively forestalled that
proposal as well, Their final conclusgion was that it may be possible to
congider it more favourably once the Standing Committee had submitted its

first Teport.

Thie mood intention was not forgottem, for the G.W.R. wanagers pursued

the long=term objective by obtaining from Parliamemt (following the arriwal
of the Standing Committee's favourable first report in Qctober 1929) under
the Great Vestern Railway Act 1931 the "powers to subscribe to the capital
of any Wagon Company incorporated for the scle vurpose of providing mineral
wagons for use in common...." Accordingly when the Companey were aporoached
by the Welsh Asscoclated Collieries Limited, "the largest individual wapon
owners in South WalesYwith a proposal to form a new Yagon Company, this was
sopported by the General lManager?s Memorandum t¢ the Board of Directors on
$th October 1931, by the Board vhen it met that same day, and by the Chief
Qfficers' Conference on 19th Octoher. It is clear from the agreed proposals
on that date that the G.W.R, wished to use the opportunity to its Myllest
adventage to press for the widest poasible use of twenty—ton wapons:

". A VWagon Company be formed to take over all privately~owned wapgons

operating within the apgreed area in. South Wales:

33. Tbid.

34. 1Ibid.
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2. The Capital of the Hagon Company would be about £2,000,000 of which
about £700,000 wonld be subscribed Wy the Great Western Comvany.

3. The number of warsons to be taken aver at an agreed valuation would
be about 40,000, or rather more than cne=third of the total mumber
operating in South Wales, and, in addition, any Great Western 20-ton
wagons onerating in the area wonld be included,

4. Only those wagons built in accordance with the latest R.C.H.
Specifications for 10, 12, or 20=ton wagome would be taken over by the
Wagon Company.

5. The Colliery Companies to give an undertaking not to use any wagons
other than those provided by the Wagon Company.

6. The wagons to be hired out Ly the Wagon Company on a tonnage basis,
at raies which, after making full provigion for renewals, will yield a
return on the Capital of the Wagon Company of not less than 6 per cent
based upon the present fomnage of coal conveyed. Demurrage charges o
be imposed in cases where an excessive mimber of wagons are used for

the storage of coal.

T. The Wagon Company will provide for the renewrl of the existing wagons
on the bagis of a tweniy-five yearg' life, and al)l new wagons congtructed
will be of 20=ton capacily, axcept in cases where ihe wagons are required
for the conveyance of inland coal,

8. The new Wagon Company to be paid the special allowance of 5 per cent
off the railway rates allowed by the Railway Company in respect of all
cocal conveyed in 20-ton wagons. The receipts from this source to be used
for expediting the replacement of existing wagons with those of 20=fton
capacity, or providing additional 20=fon wagons.

{35) The negotiations are proceeding.”

35. Tbid.
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36)

37)

Nevertheless despite the level of planming and execution of the measuresz
deseribed here, the G.W.R.'s success in bringing abhout pooling was limited,
and in spreading the use of twentywton wagons very limited indeed, To
imploment these strategic changes they needed the hearty co-operation of a
serarate, fragmented and depressed industry. lany elements of that industry
were opposed to pooling; +the National Council of Coal Traders and the Coal
Merchants Federation were revorted to be omnosed to the idea hecanse i1

eliminated the advantages of individual effort. Since there was therefore

. no commlsion, those who wanted to stay ont (usually the small owners) could

stay out, and with poolins incomplete many of its advantages were not filly
realised. With twenty=ton wagons, althourh anvarently "ceolliery owners
themselves are in no wey hostile to the introduction of laroe wasons,! the
fact was that despite the G.W.R.'s inducements the depressed coal=owmers
could continue to get by without spending the money necessary for the

fransition.

But for thisz inquiry {the nature of the G.W.R,'s efforts are more important
than the reasons for their lack of success. On the subject of mineral wagons
the G.VW.R. managers had been faced with two interrelated stratesic issues.
The key thinking on these igsues seems to have been done not by the Board,
nor by an outside consultant, it by the G.W.R.'s profeszional managers.
Originally an issue carrying the personal active backing of Sir Felix Pole,
the minerzl wagon issus was pursued with some consistence in lonp=term
plamming and execntion by hie colleagues. Within the context of government
supoort which was again only of a permissive nature, the G,W.R, did almost
everything within its power, both in plans and actions, to invest for

stratepgic chanpe in this area.

36, 'Report of the Standins Committee...! 1929, p 35, RAIL 1053/343, P.R.O.

37« Thid. v 32.
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Strategic decisions:
3ii} Swindon Works — more than meets the eve

The r2ilway worke at Swindon exemplify the level of vertical intesvation
of a large British railway company. In the 1850's the G.W.R. had to re-
invest heavily in establishing their own manufacturing and supply service
a% Swindon when they had discovered that they could not obtain a satioe
factoxry service from outside contractors. Therefore from the time of
Sir Daniel Gooch the Company had maintained a2 heavy commitment to the
Works, even throuzgh the 'Great Depression’® periocd at the end of the

nineteenth century.

The relative stability of the Swindon Works during that period illugtrated
both the dominance within the management of the Company of the woice of the

technical or engineering expert, and the very real work such as the re~

smuring and the measuree for increased safety and comfort of massenrers
which the Company could not aveid tackling at that time. Put, whether
inolicitly or explicitly, the Works remained in the early twentieth century
a standing strategic igsue - was it to the Company's overall advantame fo
maintain expand or contract its own internal mamufacturing and supply
service? Murthermore, a2z has been touched on already, such a decision could
not oe considered in isolation from other stratersic issues. Tlectrification
would have inwolwved the closure or complete conversion of the Locomotive
Torks, while one ontion within the Company's mineral wagon policy misht have
been o g0 into its owm manufacture of weaons on a major scale. Tven with—
out such wider considerations, the place of the Works within the Company was

a live ismie, and it will be chown here that during this veriod the Commany

1. D,1%C. Eversley, 'The G.W.R. and the Swindon Works in the Creat
Yemression', in M.C. Reed, Railways in the Victorian Bcomomr, 1969.

( 48)




wat not 'drif¥iag' in this wmatter. The manapement had considered and
arrived at a policy, and applied it with rcasonable success under the

circumetances.

However this is not immediately evident at first slance. As was
mentioned earlier, the Report of the Snb-Committec of Feconomies Con—
sequent upon Amalgamation {1923) avoided detailed disenssion of the idea
of re-stricturing the Comnany's manufacturing and repairing operations on
(2:i the anvarent mrownds that such economies would be "difficult to measure.n
“rthermore, in the mbeement Annual Revorts of the Chief Mechanieal
Engineer there ie raraly any discussion of the reasons for the different
onerations undertaken during the year. For examvle there is no exvlanation
in the reports themsgelves why the Company bousht a number of locomotives
from outside contractors between 1925 and 1930 when for at least vart of
{3}  that time Swindon men were on short time.
The reports are products of an apparently self-contained department, whose
focus is more on its own quality of enpinecrine rather than seeing itself

as a vert of a large enterprisze.

This is perhaps conveniently illustrated hy the actiwvities of the C.M.BE.'s
{(4) department's statistical scetion, which was the subject of a report by the
Ceneral ¥anager in 1227. This report also illustrates the sencral manare-
mentTs failure to tackls the problem by attempting any re-strmciuring of
the Company. The statistical section's activities are not only suwmarised
in this substantial Teport, Wt conclusions are also drawm about the futnre

use of these statistics; Wt in doing =m0 it tells a story of wnfulfilled

2. ‘Remort...f, 1923, RAIL 258/453, PR.O.
3. ‘'inmal Report of C.M,E. 1928' p.i1, RALL 258/304, P.R.C.

A, TReport by the General Manarer on statigtics compiled by the C.M.E.'s
department at Swindon', June 1927, RAIL 253/390, P.R.O.
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potential. The section had originally been cstabliched as a consegmence
of one of the recommendations made by Sir William Plender between 1917 and
1914, of which more later. A4s the N.W.B.'n anditorr, Messrs Deloitte,

Plender, Criffiths and Co had investimted the accounting methods of the

CoM.5.'s demartment in 1912 and commenteds

"It is a matter for surprise and rezret that it has not been considered
necessaty in the met Yo make any attempt 2t maintaining accounts to shew
the actual cost of big remir jobs (in any rate in rezard to those of an
unusual or special nature, e.z. alterations to tyve, improved boilerine
etc) or apain to shew comperative costs as hetween one type of engine, or

one z2ge-mroup and another,

I% can hardly be oven to cmestion that the mointenance of a proper syshtom
of Cozt Accounts is of mubstantial welue in the interests of control and
economy, and the absence thercof in respect of mch large and imporiant

Works as those at Swindon canmot be remarded otherwise than as a serious

defect in the organisation.m

Suspended during the Great War, the activities of the statistical section
resumed in 1919, and the method of ok ainings the cozt of each individual
enmine repair is deseribed in the Repori. Subsequently a2 section of the
Report entitled 'Use made of costs' limts the summaries of information
which were passed to the lLocomotive Committees and the Worke Manar~er.
Finally there iz a paragraph on 'Use made of information generallyt which
at firat shows ecreat promise. Not oniv did the rathered information enable
the Company o challenpe and reduce quoitations for repiirs by outside firms,

bat also if the sy=tem were in overation at Ouistation Depots ™t should be

5. Tbid. 139.
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of walue in comparing the cost of individusl remvairs at one Depot with
similax repairs at other Dewots, and at Swindon Works.” Thus the
notential was there for the Commany to make o ttactical' ewvaluation of
ite mamifacturing and repairing operations; ‘the measuring of remair

costs in the variouns existing Depote and Works, and the conscanent
shuffling of jobs befween these Depots, would have becn within the
Company's existing overall balance of operations and therefore 'iacticall.
Yet the evidence ie not to be found, certainly not in the C.M.%.'s sude
secuent anmual reports, that this evaluation ws ever done in a gystematice
way, desvite the above recommendation. Accordinely it is not so surmnrising
to £ind no 'strategic' ewvaluvation of these oncrations, which mishi have
involved a chance in the current balance of the Company's total operations

as suprested originally by the Government committee in 1918, (See mme 16).

Some of the reasons why this siatistical section did not deliver all id
oromized are nerhans also shown in the attitede of the writer of this
Reoort in 1927. Within this Report he seems as concerned to assess the
efficiency of the statistiecal section itself as he in 0 assens ite a2bility
to ansiet the C.U.E.'s demartment. Amon« the conclusions to Section A in a2

recomandation that more female staff should be recruited to renlace

vacancies arisinm anone the m2le mtaff. On a more fundamental tewvel, there
follows a diranpointin~ eonalnsion to an attemnt to nomsider vhether the
statistical section mimt contribute more to the Company as a2 vhole if it
were nlaced elsewhere within the Comrany sirvacture. It is noted in the
eonclusions to two of the Sections that in the L.M.S. and L.H.E.R. the

respective departments compiled their own mtztistical returns wbhick were

6. Ibid. pd3

T. Thid. p23
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thon made available for hend offise use. Only the Sounthern Railway had

2 centralised General Statistical Section under the Chief Accountant.
sivins the onportunity for direct analysis and comrarisorn of both
encinearine (e.;o:. locomotive and rollins stock maintenance) and traffic
cocts (i.e. traffic workin~ cvte}. Put the writer does not even mention
the nossibility that such a2 ecentraliscd system misht enmable the seneral
manacement 1o make bettern-informed lonmterm sirategic inwvesiment decisions.
Section A merely concludes limoly:

W transfer of this work to a peners) siatisitical office is of course
feasible but it wil1l be ohserved that the informafion nroduced i~ used
princinally by the Chicf ¥echanical Pagincer's Department, and as the
accounts of the Department are also under the Chief YMechanical Bamincer,-
ready rocess to the mileame firures in the various accounting settlements
is of rreat convenience, It is doubtful, $herefore, whether in any other
circumstances, equal use could be made of the information and we rocommend

that no chanse be made in this respect .M

Feually limn conclusions to Section B (on Locomotive records}, Section C
{for Ancounts Office} and Section D {for the Traffic Deperiment) all bes
the qiestion of whether the different grouns of statistics could have heen
of more value to the company if co—ordinated smder head office general

manasemaent .

This disappointine first impression iz comverced becanse of the apmrent
ingudar attitude of the sirong C.ULE.'s denariment, and because pseneral

manascment appeared to allow them to retzain rclative auwtonomy. Howewer, it

8. Ibid. v24 This looks sumpiciously like the "My dor doesn’t eat meat!
arsument ('...because T don't mive him any.'}

9. TIbid. pp3T, 52 and 73.
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was ironically that demariment's 'political? strength within the

Company which drought about the means to control that same depariment,

and the establishmant of a coherent long—term noligy. It was in Aoril

1941 that C.J. Churchward {C.M.T. June 1902 - December 19°1) vressed for

a mejor programme of constriction, and therefore expansion, at Swindan
Works, PFrom his initiative the Board of Directors considered on Tith ipril
a recommendation from the Locomotive, Carriace and Stores (hereafber L.C.S.)

Committee that in each year the Company should construct:

Locomotives Carrinmsesn HA LN S

Renewmals: Additional: Renewzl s: ddditional: Penewals: Additional:

105 30 112 50 140 60

The minute of that meeting states that tho Beerd apreced to the recom—

11) mendation, Wt this anproval wns nevertheless in effeect vithdrawm at a
further meeting on 26th Way 1911. On that datc it was decided that the
Rooxrd would be hest advisaed by an indeperdent report. Pogaibly sourred on
by the cominm into force of the Railway fAccountz Act that mame year, the
Board rhose a member of their firm of anditors, William Plender (soon-to—
bo-knirhted), to sremare this report and in effect vrovide a tever arminst
the nowerful C.M.®.'s department, In the request for the report
r Plender was acked to suzbmits
v, ..an independent inwvestirpiion as to whether Swindon Works shounld be
extended to deal with the increaning arrangsements of the Company, and to
submit information as to the system of accounts, records and arranzements
Fenerally in operption at Swindon to cnable the Beard 1o come to a decizion

(12) as to future policy in remrd to the Works.™

10. *Ying of C.W.R.Beard,' 7 April 1911, RAIL 250/53, P.R.O,
11. Tbid. 26 May 1911

12, Tuid. See also Algm Peck, The Oreat YWestern at Swindon Works, Poole,
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{13)

The anditors'! comments about the accountins at Swindon have been
recorded sarlier here, and in addition three separate reporis were
subwitted between 1312 and 1915: on locomotives, carriages and wagons.
On 1=t November 1912 the Board considered the first of these reports,

and it appears that Sir William Plender's recommendations were quite
specific:

First, "methods of costing at Swindon are not sufficiently scientific

to supply exact gtatistics to enable a comparison between the costs in
constructing locomotives there and the cogts of outside Firms for similar
Work...”

Second, althongh such comparisons as he had been able to make “appear to
fustify the view that the cost of milding at Swindon is lower than that
shovm by such Companies and Firms," nevertheless there are "Impertant
questions other than relative cost" to be conazidered. He cited "Labour
unrest, difficnlties and cost of providing Capital and the need for heavy
expenditure in cther directions " and concluded that extensiong to the
Swindon Works should only be such ag to enable the repair programme fo
maintain the existing locomotive stock:

"Sixr William suggests therefore that the Directors would be well advised
to sanction an extengiocn of the Works necegssary for meeling the needs of
the efficient upkeep of the present locomotive stock, it being understood
that any slaeckness in repair operations shonld be taken adwvantage of to

carxry through consiructional work, tut that no extensions should he anthorised

vhich are based primarily upon the proposition to build additional sbock.h

The Beoard were thus able to instruct the C.M.E. to sef in motion a pro=

granmme of remewals which was much more circumscribed than thai originally

13. 'Mins of G.W.R. Board,' 1st November 1911, RAIL 250/53, P.R.O.
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{15)

propozed by him in April:

“The Board after fully considering the matter determined that the policy
1o be adoptsd in remrd to the Works at Swindon should be based penerzliy
on. the lines recommended by Sir William Plender, and requested

¥r Churchwerd to prepare and sulmif the plang and proposale for a coOm=
prchensive scheme such as he considers it would be necessary to adopt to
meet thc requircements during the next ten jrears for renairs and renewmls of
locomotive, carriase and warson stock as distinct from the construction of

addl'tl ml S‘ﬁock naa™

Thix poliey wae larsely echoed in respoct of the carriare depariment when
the Board received and discussed Sir Williamfs gecond report on 19th March
19955 a M"scientific basis Tor renewmlctwms to be adonted, meaning that the
rencwals propramme should talke eare to maintair existing stock and thet the
coets of this should be scientifically ewluated:

"he seneral conclusion at which Sir William has arrived is that vhile the
Commany's carriage ctock has been increaming the average ame has also in-
ereased, which points distinetly to the necessity for the adoniion of some
scientific basics for remewals and that after carefully comsidering the
various factors he is of the oninion that the provision of carriaee renewmls
should be baced on an estimated rife of 33 years for the steam drawm coaching
atock and 15 years for the sleciric coachin~ stock. On this hasis 3 per cent
and 6.6 ner cent respectively of the actial cost tmlue of the stock should be
set aside anmually, which wonld mean for 1415, £170,000, and it is recommended
that this hasis be agreed to.

nSneakings generally Sir Williamt's report confirms the view as to the

desirability of definitely adopting the moliny of a prosramme of renewals

14. Thid.

15. 'Mins of G.W.R. Beard,’ 19 Warch 1915, RATL 250/53, P.R.O.

{ 55 )

g



10 be smabmiited {to the Direchbors each year and it will be necessary for
the Officers to agree not only the characier and types of rolling stock
to ba provided on Renewals Account tat also the extent to which such
renewals will meet the expanding requiremente of the undertaking and

the amount of additional provision to be made on Capital Acocount.?

ZiTwk
Stock construction prograwme approved by Board of Directors on
19th March, 1315
I' Expepditure on Hew voies now [ Fetimated Expenditure
account of requested
existing votes 1915 1916 (Balanoce)
Locomotives 149,426 30,000 152,888 26,538
Carriages 82,161 210,899 170,035 123,025
Wagons \ 74,194 278,890 219,724 133,360
Totals 305,781 519,789 542,647 282,923
Grand Total 825,570 , 825,570

Souxrce: "Mins of G.W.R. Board," RAIL 250/53, P.R.O.

With a similar report, received in June 1915, reaching similar conclusions
in relation to the wagon department, the overall strategic policy thus bew
cente explicit Ffor hwth locomotives and reolling stock: Swindon Works were
te bhave the capacity both to repair and {0 renew in order t¢ maintain
existing levels of stock, tut any burilding of additional stock wonld be
done hy outeide contractors. Mr Churchward coald not win for his departe
meni the level of expansion which he had sought in 1911, bat nevertheless

from 1915 the Compaxy bed formally commiifed iigelf to maintaining s sabe

16. Ibid.
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stantial, stable commitwent to its own Works at Swindom.

However, in the following 25 years the Compeny experienced a wide range
of new conditions hithexrto newer antiocipated; this wonld fest the
managers' willingness and ability te carry through the policy on which
they bad resoived, As will be seen, they succeeded in maintaining their
agreed level of compitment with reasomable success, bui this in turn

created other problema.

The leading example of their immediate implementation of this policy was
the reconstruction and extension of 'A' Shop at Swindon. Thig new loco=
motive shop was required in order %o fulfil the new renewals policy
described above. Voles for initial congiruction were approved in
December 1913, and, alibhough the Great War clearly delayed the programme,
the finat vole 1o compleie ‘the extension wes made Wy the Board on

9th November 1923. During those ten years z total of £438,262 had been
invested by the Company on 'A' shop, and there was no subsequent single
funit® of investment at Swindon which was as great befors ithe Seavnd

World War.

Nevertheless investment contimed at Swindon during this period at a
fairly steady pace on a series of smalier 'items'. The first example of
this was the new coal gas works. The need for this wodernisation was
pressing, and originally £30,000 had been voted for this in 1914, a2lthongh

the work had heen postponed until after the war. With the growth of

17. '"™Mins of G.W.R. Board,’ 12 December 1913, RATL 250/53, P.R.O.

18, ‘*Hins of L.C.S. Committee,’ 8 November 1923, RAIL 250/275 P.R.O.
Alan Peck, Swindon Horks, however records the figure £433,853.
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(19)

(20)

(21)

(22)

(23)

the extension of 'A' Shop during the later wer years, the existing
inadequate production of gas at the Swindon Werks was increasingly
evident. The matter wes brought %o a head by the sphmission of a
report from the Chief Mechanical Engineer fo the Board of Directors

or 30th July 1920. The mirmte for that daite reveals little of the
discussion in éetails it states that the present plani was producing
inguffficient gas, that a modern vertical retort house on the Dempsier—
Toogood system was required at a cost of £190,470, that the total cost
of ingtalling 2 modern planit would be £275,000, and that this would
produce a saving of scme £17,000 per annum. The expenditure was then
approved, bt farther invesiment wes required ir 1922=3 asg the current
gas=holders were inadegquate. The sum voted on 8ih December 1922 of
£60,000 was amended later to £49,000 to mild a slightly smaller new
gao=-holder with = capacity of 2.5 millian cubic feet = this latter sum

was finally woted on 13th April 1923,

Other additional works were also made necessary by the extension of 'A’
Shop. A new extension tc the iron foundry, to help with locomotive
maintenance work, was requesied by the L.C.S. Commitiee on 8th July, 1920,
was approved and ocmpleted early in 1923 and the patternmakers shop was
completed #n 1924. A new carpenters shop, at a cost of £50,000 was also
approved in 1920, but then delayed until March 1923. Them in July 1924
the Board were persusded that the Company shonld establish its own oxygen
production plant at Swindon to establish & facility for oxy-acetylene work,

and that this investment of £6,300 was the cheapest way of doing this. The

19. ™ins of LCS Committee,' 8 Fehrvary 1917, RAIL 250/275, P.R.0.
20, ‘'Mins of GWR Board,' 30 July 1920, RAIL 250/53, P.R.O.

21, Ibid. 8 December 1922, 13 April 1923.

22. 'Mins of LCS Committee! 15 March 1923, BRAIL 250/275, P.R.O.

23, Tbid. 24 July 1924.
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(24)

completion of this plant in January 1925 exemplifies the integration of
2]l the Company's different invesimenis at Swindon. It was largely made
necessary by the new work undertaken in 'A' Shop, bot in furn committed
the Compeny to further investment of over £38,000 on the same plant in
1927 and 1929 due to increased consumption. These sums of money appear
fairly trifling at firsi, but the list of new workshops, offices and
additions at Swindon during the inter—war period shows how these
acoumilating emall invesiments develeoped 2 momeaium of their own fol=—
lowing the original policy decision.

TABLE 8 — Iates of opening of Swindon Workshops, offices, and additions
Source; 'List of buildings,' RATL 253/499, P.R.0.

1922 New Coal Gas Works
Iron Foundry Exteasion

1924 Pattermmaker's Shop (H) 'Q' Shop Extension
Oxygen Plant installed
Carpenter's Shop

1925 Platelayerts Shop
1926 New Gag Holder

¥o. 19 Shop Lean=to (and Grinding House near 15 Shop)
General Offices Exlension

1528 Copper Storss. Lavatories near 24 Shop
1929 ‘P9 Shop Office and Stores
1930 New Saw Sharpening Honge (West End Sew Mills)

Carriage Stook Shed (24)

Scuth End of *B' Shed rebaili
New Spring Smiths Sho
Waite-Metalling Shop fnear 19}

1931 Bxtension North End of 'R*' Shop
Steam Accumilator
1932 Boiler Catting-up Shop
1933 Chair Foundry Extension
Carpenter's Shop (12)
1935 Covered accoxmodatiozr for Platform trolleys

Timber Stores

24. Thid. 31 March 1927, and 25 July 1929
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(26)

Bach 1it%le item of investment no doubt followed on logically from the
lagl, ut the cumdative effect was not orly %o maintain the Company's
acbstantial investment in Swindon, but algo to restrict its choice of
fecisians in the fuiure. It has previously beec mentioned thai larger
scale electrification of the Compeny's track would mzke necessary very
expensive allerations at Swindon. Howsver, evem an a mmaller scale, the
Company's managers found that the wiracture of their enterprise restricted
their choice of strategies. It was only when the coal gas works were on
the final stages of consiruction itkat a repori was requested on power
production at Swindon. This was undertaken by Mr J.A. Robinson,
Coansulting Engineer to the Metropolitan Vickers Elecirical Compeny, who
reported in July 1923. By then his recommendation that £105,000 be spent
o 2 ceniral steaw-driver electric power statiom was too late. As was
admitied by the author of a report to the Locomotive Committee on

27th March 1924, if the Company were commencing ikeir power production
plang then they would probably go for Mr Rohingon's recommendation. As it
w2ty they felt he had overestimated the real savings which would be made,
&ad this would not justify such a new invesiment so soon after completing

the gas works.

Bat thie was not a decigion ~ only a postponement of the problem. In
November 1924 the Chief Mechanical Engineer was recommending that the
Compaxy establish = new power station jointly with the Swindon Corpormtiom,
and that £10,000 wae required immediately for Moomverters, switchgear and

copnectiong” as part of that arrangement.

95. Tbid. 27 March 1924
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In Pebrary 1926 a iwelvewyear agreement was reached with the

(27) Corporation to spend at leagt £21,850 per anmm on electricity and
the joint scheme went ahead. A Purther £39,000 was required in

{28) April 1927. Thus the Company resolved the 'power problem' at
Swindon, but ook several bites at the cherry to do it. Howewver,
1% ie clear that the steady expenditure on capital projects, to maild
& highly inRerdependent siructure for the G.W.R.'s operations, in turn

restricted the fulure etrategic choices available.

Yot within thoze available choices, althougk the Board of Divectors
sometimes seemed to behave in a 'Parkinsonion® manner, there are many
indications that the professional managers of the Company put gemine
plamning and monitoring into the operation of their investment decisicus.
Three examples of this will be given, the firgi of which directly concerns
the Plender recommendations which had been arrived ai doring wartime. A
nmeeting took place on 11th Pebrnary 1920 of the Chief Officer's Conference
%0 plan how thoge recommendationg on the renowal of locomotives and stock
{29) should be put into practice:
"1) The meeting was called to review the present positian of the cone
straction of relling stock,
2) Before congidering the programmes, emphasie was laid on the fact that
ne provision was being made for additioms to the Company's stock of engines,
carriages and wegns, bui only for mintemance of existing stock. In accorde

ance with Board Mirmte No: 16 of March 18th 1915 it is the function of the

2f. Tvid. 25 February 1926
28. Ibid. 28 April 1927

23+ 'Mins of Chief Officers' Conference,' 1% February 1920, RAIL 250/143,
P.R.O.
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(30)

C.E.E. to maintain the capital stock vehicle for vehicle, tut, apart

from the conetruction of improved engines or wehicles to replace those

of older %ypes, it is not irn order to provide for growth of traffic

on Renewals Account. When additional stock is required to meet growth

of traffic, recommendaiiona should be mde to the Board through the
Generzl Manager ag follows:

For additional engines on Capital Account ty the C.M.E. amd Superintemdent
of the Line,

For additional coaching vehicles by the Superinienient of the Line.

For additional wagon stock by the Chief Goods Manager.m

The meeting went on fo conclude that althongh Swindom could cope with
currend demands for renewnls of carriages and wagons, shortage of available
man-hoars with the exigting facilities meant that 200 jocomctovies would
have to be repairedontside’. But the important point here is that ihe
recommended renewel strategy was being monitored and opersted in a planned
fashion, and this was being done by the Chief Officers, the professional

BNz IETE

The second example concerns fthe extensiom o the existing carriage works
at Swindon. Twe memorands were submitted o the Locomotive Committee
early in 1925 making a forceful case for an increage in existing capaciily.
The first merely stated that net coaching train miles had increased from
19 miliion to 38 million between 1894 and 1924, The second made out a

more detzailed case, making a ligi of the main points:

30. ‘Memoranda to Locomotive Commitiee,' 26 March 1925, RATL 253/305, P.R.O.
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1. No carriage shop extemsgion in the last 30 years.

2. Stock had increased from 5,890 to 10,246 in the last 30 years.

3. Length of vehicles had increased (total 32 miles to 80 miles) in same
period.

4. Coaching miles still increased, depression not affecting requiremenis.

5. At preseni 25-30 per cent of work was being done in the open.

6. Hith no proper system, stock was going irn and out of service frequently.

T. 8 = 10 per cent of stock needed to be in Tepair in order %o maintain
levels of stock, of which 5 per ceni needed tc be in Swindon to be
ecoromic. Ewen the proposed extension would increase Swindon capacity
from 1 per cent to 3% per cent.

8. Heavy use in summer, therefores=—

9. 800 ~ 1000 vehicles idle at any one time with work remired which
could not be done ouidcors,

10. New shops wouldie
a) Give flexibility in dealing with winter ard summer requiremenis.
b} Enable clder carriage works to be re~organiged.
¢) Enable maintenance to be done in a systematic manner,
d) Spread the men about, so that they would not be in each other's

WAY
(31) e} Be more efficient, by costing less.
However no real calculztion.was made of the anticipated sawings ir costs,
(32) and the measure was not approved by the Board of Directors until 1928,
vhen £125,000 was duly voied, Nevertheless a cage had been argmed, and

then followed through.

31. Ibid. 30 April 1925.
32. 'Mins of G.W.R. Board,' 29 June 1928, RAIL 250/53, P.R.O,
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The third example concerns the decisions made Ly the G.W.R. when they
gained the offer of govermment-~supported finance, The Leane and
Guarantees (1929) Act was paswed shortly after the then new Labour
Government cawe to power. The purpose of the Act was to help o reduce
the one millionwplus unemployment figure by direct action; the motiem in
the House of Commons comrittee om 16th July 1929 proposed:

"That it is expedient....

1) To authorise the Treasury, after consultation with a committee
appeinted by them, %0 gnarantee at any time within the period of three
years from the thiri{y=first dey of Augusi, nineteem hundred and twenty-
nine, the payment of the principal of and the interest on any loans te

be raised for the purpose of meeting capiial expenditure to be incurred
wndar schemes for development, reconsiruction or re-equipment in commection
with public utility undertakings in Great Britain carried on under
statotory powers by bodies of persons other than local amihoritieg or such
statotary bodies as are meniioned in paragraph 3 of this resoluiion
(including loans the proceeds of which may be applied in part towards the
rayuent of interest on the loans during a limited period), and to charge
on the Consolidated Fund any moneys reguired to fulfil any goaranitees given
under this provisionstes

"Provided that the aggregate capiial amount of the loans s0 guaranieed shall
not exceed such amount ag is sufficienti to raise the sum of itwenty~five
million pounds;

2} To authorise the Treasury, with the concurrence of the appropriate
Government deparitmeni and after consuiiation with the commiitee aforesaid,
+to make at any time within the period aforesid grants for fhe purpose of
assigting persons carrying on any public utility vwndertakings as are

mentioned in paragraph 1 of this resolutian in defraying, during a perieod

( 64 )




1ot exceeding fTifteen years from the raiging of the loan, the interest
payahle on any loan (not being a loan in respect of which a guarantee has
been givem under the said paragraph 1 t¢ be raised for sich purpose az is
{33) mentioned in the said paragraph 1).%
¥uch atiention hag traditionally been given o the very pablic worke which
were undertaken hy the G.W.R. under thig scheme, since by November 1929 ithe
Company was proposing expenditure of £4.5 millions on a2 mmber of projecis
which would have an immediate appeal to their passengers. The by-~pass lines
at Frome and WestWry were approved at an estimated total cost of £220,000
(and completed in March i933), the quadrupling of the line at Taunton between
Cogload and Nortom Fitzwarren was 1o cost £360,000 and major alterations were
mede t0 the paseenger stations at Paddington, Bristol Temple Mead, Newport
and Cardiff.

However a much less publicised investment, totzlling £536,750 was also made
from this same sonrce in 1929, Some of this ws for various facilities in
Sonth Wales, bat over hali of the sum was allocated to the Company's owa re-

reir and mamfacturing gervice « on this occasion, mainly at Wolverhampion:

“Caxrdiff « new carriage and wagon repair shop 57 000
Port Talboi = new coaling and watering facilities etc 25,000
Landore - remodelling of locomotive depot ect 26,000
Pantyfiynon - new engine shed £7 4000
Radyr - new engine shed ete 43,000
Treherbert - new engine shed etc 48,750
Swindon = alterations iancluding improved lifting facility 27,000
Swindon = amalgamate mpring shops at Locomolive and

Carriage Works 38,000

{34) Wolverhampton = modern locowotive repair shops, new erecting
machine and wheel shops, 6 mew cranes ete 225,000

33. 0.5. Nock’ G.H.Re P 87

34. ‘Mins of Chief Officers' Conference,' 10 October 1929, RAIL 250/144, P.R.O.
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(36)

Once agmin tkis was a decision of the Company's proleszicnal managers,
taken at the Chief Officers’ Conferemce. Agrin it reprezented the
Companyts long-term commitment to rainiaining itsg owm repair and renewal
facilities in line with the Plender recommevdations. The public face of
the Company stressed the improvements in traffic working (i.e. iaproved
services to customers):

“The principal considerations which guided the company in coming fo
their decigion ag 1o the gchemes to be underiaken were the praspect of
effecting substantial exonomies in working the {raffic, the necessity for
modernising equipment and appliances, and the desiradility of carrying out
improvemenis concurrently with renewals which would fall dwe in the near

fainre.?

So wrote the Genzral Manager, Sir James Milne, in 1933, DBut behind the
scenes the Company was 21s0 maintaining its policy towarde its own remir
and renewal programme. Although these facilities were not ratiomalised, or
centralieed %o $he extent which Plender had envisaged, the Company reached
a new stability in this area in the 1930's following the remodelling of the
Works at Caerphilly. With the repair and renewal work now focussed jointly
on the recently improved Swindon, Wolverbampton and Czerphilly, some of the
uncertainty at these Worke came to an end. Swindon had shed some 4,000
employees during the previous twenty years, mi for the twemiy years after
1933 Swindon was able to maintain a steady 1¢,000 in employmeni. This was
a comparatively good position to achieve o somm after the start of 2
serious depression, and sapporbts ‘the idea that this did not come about from
uddlingathrough, a8 some firgt impressiomns suggest. Instead the Company's
professional managers had estahblished a clear policy to deal with the

renewal question and then parswed it with reasomabie emccess.

35. Supplement to Evening Standard, 24 March 1933, BAIL 253/499, P.R.O,

36. Alan Peck, Swindon Works.
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Structure and Strategy

Until 1890 all trains passing through Swindon were compelled to stop

for at least ten minutes zo that passengers could use the refreshment
rooms. Although the G.W.R. then boughi themselves out of this ine
convenient commitment, they still allowed other aspects of the company,
notably the company structure, tc remain stationary for far too long.

It retained a strong departmental structure through the inter-war years,
mdergoing comparatively minor changes after the amalgamations of 1923.
Given that the Company's overall stratesy had not changed radically since
the lzte nineteenth century, it is not surprising that there was no cone
sequient re-structuring of the Company if one follows the strategy-structure
thesisof A.D. Chandler. However, a further theme emerges from this ingquiry,
a theme which is not 50 much a contradiction of Chandler but which is in—
stead perhaps the obverse of the same coin., For it has emerged repeatedly
that inflexdbility in the sirucfure either of the administration or the
operations of the Company as a whole severely restricted the opportunities

to meke strategic changes.

That the G.W.R. administration retained a rigid departmental structure is
unremarkable when it is analysed as an example of 'The Machine Bureaucracy',
ag characterized by Henry Mintzberg. Thic type of structure is described
as being the usual second stage of organisational development; it is the
structure vwhich an orgenisation adopts when it has become too big to be

mana ged effectively by the original wvery personalised 'Simple Structure.f

1. A.D. Chandler, Sirafezy and Structure: Chapters in the History of the
Industrial Enterprise (Cambridge, Mass. 1962}.

2. H. Mintzberg, The Structuring of Organisations (New Jersey, 1972)
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The British railway companies, being some of the earliest large

industrial enterprises in the world, evolved steadily into this patiern
éuring the nineteenth-century, tat not just because this ig & common

tearly'! stage of organisaticnal develogment. There are good ‘structural’
reasons why 2 railway company should adeopt this particular bureaucratic
shape. It is a complex operation to keep train rumning both efficient and
safe, involving the cowordination of much widespread tmt inter—related man-
power and machinery. I% becomes essential that management can secure
uniform gtandardised practices down 0 very amall details to achieve this
co—-ordination throughout the company's entire operations. These operations
need to be uniform and siable, apd to achieve this the company seeks to
establish a very thorough 'Standardisatiom of Work Processes.! Bach and
every operational task is gtrictly formalissd by rules and regulations both
in the wanner of its execution and in the allocation of accountability shouwld
there be a failure. These "highly specialised, routine operating tasks, a
proliferation of rules, regnlations, and formalised commnication throughout
the organisation™ are the fundamental features ¢f the classic Machine
Bureaucracy.

Mintzberg also indicates a number of consequences of adopting this kind of
structure, evidence of which can be found in a British railway company such

ay the G.W.R. Firgt, the enphasis on standardisation of work processes means
that employees tend to be grouped by functiom, which forms the basiz of the
strong departmenial structure of the company. This has already been indicated
by Table 9 in the case of the G.W.R., tut is also reflected in the development
of most of the American railroads with the exception of the Permsylwania and

the Burlington. This in tarn has further implicatione which are discussed below.

The second ¢f the consequences indicated by Mintzberg is that, not anly is
there a sirong distinction between line and staff, tui alsc since the tech=
nocratic 'staff' {supposedly merely the advisors) are the source of the
standardisation- processes they emerge with considerable power in the
structure, This is reflected by the continued dominance of the engineers

3. 1Ibid, p316=8
A. Tbid, 315

5. A.D. Chandler, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revoluiion in American
Business (Harvard, 19717) p 164
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within the G.W.R. That these 'operating' men had considerable power
within the Compeny is demonsirated by Churchward's (initially successful)
attempt to implement a2 major programme of comstruction by his department.
It was only by the device of commissioning an 'independent' report from
the auditor Sir William Plender that Churchward's programme was modified,

as deseribed earlier (page 53).

The third conseguence ig that under such a deparimental structure the
sirong divisions of labour persist to the very top of the organisation, and
it is only at the very top that any general managers are found. This means
that there are many minor matters of policy, or conflicts between devari-
ments, that cannot be dealt with in any other way than by referring them to
the general management right at the top. In Mintzberg's words:

"The mapagers at the sirategic apex of these organisations are concerned in
large part with the fine tuning of their Wuresucratic machines .... Just
keeping the structurs together in the face of its conflicts also consumes a

good deal of the energy of tov management.n

Thece cobsessions with small details are repeatedly evident in the minntes
of the Board of Directors, the official top decigion-naking hody of the G.W.R.
This left them little time and space to gpend on long=term planning, or the

consideration of strategic issues.

Thie leads to Minitzberg's final point, the 'adaptation Problems at the
Strategic 4pex! of the Machine Bureancracy. It is fundamentally a *perform—

ance' not 2 'problem=solving' organigation. I% is a good structure for the

6. Mintzberg, The Strocturing of Organisations p 321
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maintenance of routines in stable operating conditions, and under such
gtable conditiong it is not a problem for the top general management to be
heavily involved in the task of the 'fine tuning of their Mireaucratic
machines,' the resolution of day=te=day problems or conflicts presented by
subordinates. But if operating conditions detcriorate, the managers' work—
load of voutine problem—solving increases jusi at the time when they need 4o
ster back and plan lona-term strategic changes o adapt to these new operating
conditions. TIn Mintzberg's words, "™achine Burcaucracies are fundamentally
non-adavtive structures, ill=suited to changing their strategies." As a
Machine Bureaucracy, it would not therefore be surprising to find the C.W.R.
in difficulties in implementing new streteries during the inter=war period =

a2 period of deterioraiing operating conditions.

Yet, as has been described in this inauiry, the G.W.R. did attempt to
establish strategic changes or longwterm policies in certain areas, thongh
with vaxying degrees of success. In two of the cases cited, electrification
and the stock conatruction programme, outside consuliants became the vehicle
for congidering these nroposed changes initially. Bat the G.W.R. also had a
vehicle within the Company which was used in both the plenning and monitoring

of new strategies, and this yves the Chief O0fficers' Conference.

For example, in the case of the G.UW.R.'s own handling facilities for twenty-
ton wagons, after the General Manager's anhouncement in October 1923 that it
wse intended that the Company should spend £2 millions on such facilities, it
ws the Chief Officers' Conference (the heads of the functional departments)

vhich monitored the progress of this spending. For example in June 1325, it

7. Tbid, v 346
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found "out of 41 appliances tabled for completion by the end of 1924, only
21 completed," and urged the moving on of the vrogramme. A more striking
exanepls of its plamming role, and "a - conirast with the Parkinsonian
deliberations of the Board of Directors is shown following the end of the
Piret World War. The first meeting of the LCS Committee following the
armigtice immediately recommended that now was the time to catch up on the
stock=tuilding programme which had fallen behind during the war. Their
assessment was that 72 locomotives, 170 carriages, and 1500 wagons were re-
quired at a total cost of £555,000, The meeting of the Board of Directors
the following day concerned itself with the transfer of individual named
staff to salaried status, and with question of the superannuation status- of
other staff and the award of a mumber of gratnities. It was the Chief
Officers' Conference which called together a special meeting to plan the
stock=building programme, in February 1920, as described earlier (page 16).
Within this otherwise strongly departmental ormanisation, the Chief Officers!
Conference was the focus for much of the plamning and monitoring of the

Company's investment policies.

Therefore, although the strcture of the organisation of the G.W.R. was
generally unsuitable for planning new strategies in deteriorating operating
conditions, the Company tackled this problem with some success and did find
ways of vlamning and implementing new policies. But the problem they also
tackled but were not able to overcome mms the structure of the industry it=

self.

This is a distinction which Chandler does not explicitly wake. Concentrating

8. M™ine of Chief Officers' Conference’ 15 June 1925,RAIL250/144 P.R.O.

9. "Mins of LCS Committee' 5 December 1918,RAIL250/275, P.R.0.
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on the theme of organisational development he seeks to show in 'Sirategy

and Structure' that the major changes in the structure of a company took
place in response to that company adavting new sirategies in its operations.
In '"The Visible Hand' he demmstrates that enterprises increasingly adopted
admind strative co=ordination as the way to deal with new operational challenges.
Since these organisational developments are the focus of his inguiries, he
gives examples of different industries at different times as being in the
forefront of these developments. For example, where the railroad companies
between 1850 and 1880 were the first enterprizes to establish, systematic
administrative co=ordination, in the early twentieth century it was the

Da Pont Company which wes one of the front rummers in developing the multi-
divisional form. Chandler cogently armes why different kinds of entervrise
roge to the fore in organisational develomment at different times, tut it is
therefore not a part of his inquiry to show what happened to those tuginesges
which bad passed their 'time?. Because by definition Chandler does not {(in
these books) deal with an industry in real decay he never has to make explicit
the distinction between the restrictions imposed by company structure and

thoge imposed by the structure of the indugstry.

Yet between the wars the G.W.R. was exactly in this position of steady decline,
and in this respect shared the experience of the railway indnsiry both sides
of the Atlantic. Although it was 2 businheéss well past its 'time' as a pro-
gressive organisation, it has been argued here that real efforis were made to
overcome the restriciions imposed by the company structuxre in order to tackle
fundamental investment decisions. It in faci compares favourably with the
Pernsylvania Railread, a beacon of progressive organisation in the 18707s,

whose decline in the twentieth century has been examined by a disciple of
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Chandler, Stephen Salsbury. His general finding thai the Company became
dominated by 'operating' men promoted in accordance with seniority is
strongly echoed in the G.W.R., tut in a number of practices the G.W.R.
emerszes more favourably. Where Salsbury found in the Pennsylvania no
attemot at all ai cost accounting before the 1950%'s, the G.W.R. has been
showt to have attempted fthis in locomotive Tepairs in the 1920's eaven
though they did not follow the idea through properly (pages 50=1). A4gsin,
where Salsbury points to the Permsylvania's lack of forward planning to
meet future needs for capital improvements, it has been shown here that
genuine forward plamning was realistically attempted by the G.W.R. in each

of the three strategic decisions examined.

Neverthelezs there were shortecomings and failures in the G.W.R's attempis

to plan strategic changes. Some of these arose from its own organizational
shortcomings, for example the statistical section's confinement to one depart—
ment (paze 51) prevented its use as a tool of semeral manapement to assess
operational costs on a wider scale. Some of the failures arose from the in—
consistent behaviour of govermment, as with electrification (page 28). Bui

it was the structure of the indusiry itself which posed an even more in-
tractable problem, as has been discugsed in general terms (page 22), and in
particular im relation to mineral wapons (rase 47) where a fatal inter=

dependence with small colliery owners put the G.W.R. in an impossible position.

It therefore appears nseful to draw a distinction between the structure of

10. B.¥, Salsbury, 'Twentieth Century Railrocad Managerial Practices: The Case

of the Pennsylvania Railroad! in R.FE. CGallmen {ed) Recent Develomments in the

Study of Pusiness and Fconomic History: Ragavs in memery of Herman B Krooss

(Greenwich, Conn, 1977) ilso S.M. Salsbury, No Way to Run a Railroad: The

Untold Story of the Penn Cenitral crisis. (Wew York, 1982).
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the company orgenisation and the structure of the industry in which it
operates. This becomes particularly relevant where the industry is in
dacline, and where therefore both ismuee need to be tackled in order to
arrest that decline, The G.W.R. did attempt to tackle these issmes, and
with a measure of success in the first area, tut were overcome by the
problems of the second area. Where Chandler demonsirated that in an ex—
panding industry structure will adapt and develop as & consequence of new
strategies, the Great Western Railway digcovered that in a declining

industry structure will resirict the opportunity to develop new sirategies.
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