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Chapter 21 

Railways 

Christopher Phillips 

Introduction 
On the morning of 9 August 1915, the 216th Fortress Company, Royal Engineers, marched 
from the Nuneaton drill hall to Trent Valley railway station. The troops were accompanied by 
the mayor and other local dignitaries, ‘cheering crowds, and the strains of “Auld Lang Syne” 
played by the Borough band’.1 The men boarded a train provided by the London and North-
Western Railway and, like the majority of their colleagues in the multitude of units despatched 
across the globe in service of the British armed forces during the First World War, commenced 
their war experience at the end of a railway journey. Throughout the conflict, railway stations 
throughout Britain provided the locations for the transition between civil and military life. 
These ‘gates of goodbye’ acquired a tone of sobriety as the war progressed.  They bore witness 
to the separations of families as the railways conveyed soldiers from the comforts of home 
leave to the horrors of the front; provided many of those on the home front with their first 
glimpse of the wounded, or of displaced Belgians who had found their way across the English 
Channel—frequently upon steamers owned and operated by British railway companies;and 
delivered the troops into the post-war world upon demobilisation.2 Almost four years after they 
had left for their training camp at Cosham near Portsmouth, and without the bombast and 
enthusiasm that had attended their departure, the final remnants of the 216th Company returned 
to Nuneaton on the railways.3 
 
Yet the railways of Britain did far more than convey soldiers and refugees to and from the 
theatres of conflict between 1914 and 1918. Throughout the war, what Wolfgang Schivelbusch 
described as the architecture of a mobile modernity infringed upon the processes of war making 
at a more pronounced level than in previous conflicts.4 The mobility offered to all belligerents 
by the existence of dense, elaborate railway networks created the circumstances by which 
armies of millions could be transported to and moved around the battlefield—and their 
voracious appetites for food, fodder, munitions, and the impedimenta of a modern force sated.5 
Beyond the fighting, Britain’s railways maintained their position at the heart of a national 
response to the war. Britain’s railways provided commuters in a changed British economy with 
transport to and from new places of work—including those with a direct relevance to the 
expansion and continuation of the war;they delivered goods on behalf of the armed forces and 
in response to the needs of the civilian population; and they provided a myriad of human and 
material resources for the state to redeploy. The railways’ many contributions had profound 
implications for the character and conduct of the British war effort. 
 

 
1 J. Sambrook, With the Rank and Pay of a Sapper: The 216th (Nuneaton) Army Troops Company, Royal 
Engineers, in the Great War (Nuneaton: Paddy Griffith Associates, 1998), pp. 15–16. 
2 A. Gregory, ‘Railway Stations: Gateways and Termini’, in Capital Cities at War: Paris, London, Berlin 1914–
1919, eds. J. Winter and J.L. Robert, 2 vols., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), vol. II, 23–56; 
J.A.B. Hamilton, Britain’s Railways in World War I (London: Allen & Unwin, 1947), pp. 187–89. 
3 Sambrook, With the Rank and Pay of a Sapper, pp. 216–18. 
4 W. Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the Nineteenth Century 
(Leamington Spa: Berg, 1986). 
5 M. Van Creveld, Supplying War: Logistics from Wallenstein to Patton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1977), pp. 109–12. 
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This chapter focuses upon both the impact of the British railways on the First World War and 
the effects of its wartime exertions upon the railways themselves. It begins by outlining the 
prominent role played by the railways in Britain’s social and economic experience of the war. 
It then emphasises the breadth of the railways’ contributions to the war, and finally  illustrates 
the inter-relationship between developments on the fighting fronts and the railways on the 
home front. The First World War presented Britain’s railways with unprecedented 
organisational operational challenges. Through the centralisation of control, the employment 
of women, the reduction, removal, and remodelling of services, the raising of prices and—
above all—the cooperation of the many competing private companies within its scope, the 
British railway industry coped with the demands placed upon it in a way that ensured the British 
home front was not confronted with the privations that afflicted the citizens of her European 
neighbours. 
 
The railways in Britain’s social and economic experience of war 

In the eighty years that followed the 1830 opening of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, 
the people of Britain accepted the new medium with ‘astonishingly little difficulty’.6 By 
August 1914 the British railway network had grown from a patchwork of tiny, disconnected 
lines serving the industrial north of England to a dense, national system—and, with the 
conclusion of agreements with railways abroad, international system—comprising over 20,000 
route miles of track. Britain entered the First World War with an unnecessarily large and 
inefficient railway network. Excess density existed in the provision of main lines, the laying of 
connections between industrial centres, mining areas and ports, and even in the establishment 
of services to lightly populated rural areas. As Mark Casson has demonstrated, similar 
economic performance and social benefits to those accrued by Britain’s pre-war railways could 
have been extracted from a network that contained only 13,000 route miles.7 
 
However, the overprovision of railway services in Britain before 1914 was advantageous to the 
British war effort in two particularly important ways. First, it ensured that Britain—unlike 
Germany, which operated arguably the most efficient railway network in the world—possessed 
spare capacity that could be redirected into warlike duties without significantly disrupting the 
extant passenger and freight services upon which the economy relied. The effects of this 
redirection isdiscussed in full below. Second, the size of the railway industry made it a large 
and prominent feature of the British economy. Individual companies held great influence over 
towns they had helped create, such as Swindon and Crewe, where the Great Western and 
London and North-Western railways respectively provided housing, amenities, educational 
opportunities, and places of worship as small settlements grew into industrial towns. Sons 
followed fathers into the gigantic workshops in places like Doncaster and Derby, and the bonds 
between employer and employee developed into familial loyalties.8 
 
The bonds established between colleagues, and within the wider community of railway 
servants, were illustrated throughout the war within the letters’ sections of the companies’ staff 
magazines. Both to document their wartime experiences and to maintain contact with friends 

 
6 M. Robbins, The Railway Age, 3rd edn (Manchester: Mandolin, 1998), p. 45. 
7 M. Casson, The World’s First Railway System: Enterprise, Competition, and Regulation on the Railway Network 
in Victorian Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
8 J. Kirk and C. Wall, Work and Identity: Historical and Cultural Contexts (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011), p. 153; D.K. Drummond, Crewe: Railway Town, Company, and People, 1840–1914 (Aldershot: Scolar 
Press, 1995). Alfred Williams, the ‘poetic blacksmith’ and author of a classic account of conditions in the Great 
Western’s works at Swindon, followed two elder brothers into the railway’s service. See A. Williams, Life in a 
Railway Factory (Stroud: Sutton, 2007). 
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and colleagues dispersed around the world, individuals penned frequent notes to their railways 
for publication. In January 1917 alone the Great Central Railway Journal carried letters from 
sergeants in France and Egypt, a lieutenant who wrote from ‘mid-ocean’, and a private whose 
winter had been spent in an English hospital recovering from a wound received on the Somme.9 
The letters from colleagues on wartime service, alongside the magazines’ usual collection of 
railway news, provided the soldiers with a connection to the normality of pre-war life—
described by one Royal Engineers’ sergeant as a ‘breath of “Blighty” [that kept] fresh many 
memories of the Great Eastern Railway’ during the turbulent early days of the German spring 
offensive in 1918.10 
 
Alongside breaths of ‘Blighty’, the company magazines and trade press included frequent 
demonstrations of the railway stations’ ongoing role as a site of wartime experiences. Railway 
stations provided the locations at which important government notices and recruitment posters 
were displayed, where the wounded were exposed to the pitying gaze of civilians,11 and where 
charitable work to support the ongoing war effort was undertaken. Ambulance trains toured 
stations across the country, providing an eager public with a highly sanitised image of an 
injured serviceman’s evacuation from the front, and free refreshment rooms were laid on 
around the clock for soldiers and sailors at a number of stations. The Mayoress of Preston, 
Anna Cartmell, coordinated a team of 400 women at the town’s refreshment room from August 
1915 onwards, whilst ‘heroic lady volunteers’ met the Naval Special from Euston on its arrival 
in Perth at 5:12 a.m. each day from 15 February 1917.12 As the London and North-Western 
Gazette reported in August 1915, each of its stations in Manchester provided collection points 
where commuters could donate flowers to be distributed by the railway to hospital wards 
occupied by wounded soldiers around Lancashire.13 
 
The British railways were called upon to carry far more than flowers during the war. Britain’s 
railway network became an integral part of the cross-Channel logistics chain that permitted the 
colossal expenditure of munitions which characterised the conflict, and a key component of the 
global supply system that maintained standards of living on the home front. As the Committee 
of Imperial Defence acknowledged in 1910, the flows of traffic around the network—
particularly from the ports on the North Sea coast into major population centres in the east—
were susceptible to interference in the event of war.14 A sub-committee, established to examine 
the British transport infrastructure’s ability to cope should all the ports between Hull and 
Portsmouth be closed to traffic, concluded that ‘if no effective arrangements were made for the 
speedy and regular provisioning of London, famine prices would soon be reached’.15 The 
‘effective arrangements’ called for by the general managers of the railway companies who 
participated in the sub-committee’s investigation included the establishment of a central 

 
9 The National Archives (TNA): Public Record Office (PRO) ZPER 18/12 Letters from Sergeant F.L. Sabatini, 
Sergeant J. Justice, Lieutenant D.R. Lamb and Private C.W.A. Drew, Great Central Railway Journal, January 
1917, pp. 135–36. 
10 TNA: PRO ZPER 16/8 Letter from ‘C.C. Commander, Staff Sergeant, R.E.’, Great Eastern Railway Magazine, 
August 1918, p. 159. 
11 Sir F, Treves, ‘In Sick Bay’, The Times, 25 January 1915. 
12 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, pp. 176–77. 
13 TNA: PRO ZPER 13/2 London and North-Western Gazette, August 1915, p. 240. 
14 Nuffield College Library (NCL): Mottistone papers, Mottistone 11/6 Sub-committee to consider the desirability 
of an enquiry into the question of the local transportation and distribution of food supplies in times of war, 22 
March 1910. 
15 NCL: Mottistone papers, Mottistone 11/175 Report from the general managers of the Great Central, Great 
Northern, Great Western, London and North-Western, London and South-Western and Midland Railway 
Companies to the Right Hon. Lieutenant-Colonel J. Seely, on the provisioning of London in the event of war, 1 
August 1911, p. 2. 
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body—able to coordinate the railway requirements of the War Office, the Admiralty, and other 
government departments—to ensure the efficient operation of the railways during an 
emergency. 
 
The railway companies’ appeals for closer liaison between the armed forces, the government, 
and the transport professionals led to the establishment of the Railway Executive Committee 
(REC) in November 1912. At the outbreak of war less than two years later, the railways of 
England, Scotland, and Wales—but not Ireland in the first instance—were taken under the 
nominal control of the Board of Trade. However, it was the committee of nine (later twelve) 
leading railway managers that issued the directives and instructions followed by the employees 
of every significant line, and many less significant lines, in Britain during the war. In total, 130 
companies were taken under government control in August 1914, ranging from the vast 
national concerns of the London and North-Western, the Midland, and the Great Western 
through a patchwork of regional lines—such as the Isle of Wight Central line, the Rhondda and 
Swansea Bay, the Knott End, and the Leek and Manifold railways—from the south coast of 
England all the way up to the Highland Railway at the northern tip of Scotland.16 
 
The REC’s establishment emphasised a fundamental acknowledgement in pre-war Britain; that 
the railways could not be effectively operated under peacetime conditions. Starting with the 
mobilisation of the armed forces and the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) despatch to 
France, described by the REC’s nominal chairman as a ‘magnificent and unprecedented’ feat 
of railway organisation,17 the REC rapidly became a core component of wartime social and 
economic life. Questions on topics as diverse as the unloading of imported bacon at Bristol, 
the availability of travel facilities for the flat racing season, and the price of household coal 
were raised in the House of Commons and referred to the REC for consideration. In addition, 
myriad sub-committees of the REC—comprised of the expert managerial, administrative, and 
engineering talents possessed by the various companies—were charged with tasks such as the 
design of ambulance trains for service at home and overseas, the production of schemes for the 
defence of London, and the management of Belgian railway personnel as they arrived on 
British soil.18 These extra duties took place, as demonstrated further below, alongside the 
operation of a railway network forced to cope with unprecedented volumes of freight traffic, 
unpredicted changes in passenger flows, and—as the war progressed—an increasingly 
inexperienced workforce. 
 
Prior to the First World War 13,046 women were employed by the British railway companies, 
approximately two per cent of the overall labour force within the industry. Women were 
predominantly employed in clerical roles or to perform menial tasks such as sewing upholstery 
or wash laundry in railway hotels. The vast majority of public-facing duties performed by the 
servants of the Edwardian railways, including all train-operating roles, were only open to men. 
However, as the demand for men of military age to serve with the armed forces grew, and the 
protectionism of the trade unions was gradually eroded, a multitude of temporary opportunities 
arose for women seeking an escape from traditional female occupations. Railways were among 
the first large-scale employers to ‘resort to the expedient of engaging women and girls as 
substitutes for men’.19 Women on the railways went from unseen to ubiquitous. By September 
1918 almost 69,000 women were at work on the British railways—some 36,000 in hitherto 

 
16 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, pp. 26–29. 
17 TNA: PRO ZPER 9/19 ‘Railway Administration in War’, Railway Gazette, 20 November 1914, p. 530. 
18 E.A. Pratt, British Railways and the Great War; Organisation, Efforts, Difficulties and Achievements, 2 vols., 
(London: Selwyn & Blount, 1921), vol. I, pp. 83–86, 202–4, 239–42. 
19 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. I, p. 475. 
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‘male only’ occupations. The Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway was proud to note, following 
the appointment of a female station mistress in April 1917, that Irlams-O’-Th-Height station 
near Salford was entirely staffed by women.20 
 
The trade press documented the invasion of women workers in an avalanche of photographs, 
carefully presented to show off the uniformed, organised, inclusive nature of the wartime 
railways.21 The images were components of a sophisticated recruitment campaign, designed to 
entice new employees into the industry. The July 1916 edition of the Great Central Railway 
Journal carried a photograph of female engine cleaners at Gorton on its cover, and featured 
interviews with female employees keen to stress the benefits of railway work. One widow with 
two children told the journal that her job ‘kept her from thinking’ about the loss of her husband, 
whilst another widow—this time with five children to care for—explained that her job cleaning 
locomotives was ‘far more congenial and profitable, as well as healthier’ than her previous 
work going out washing. Two former tailoresses and a laundress from a large hotel also 
confirmed to the journal ‘their favouring the fresh air of their railway jobs’ as goods porters to 
their previously held roles.22 
 
However, behind the smiling faces and positive comments of the Great Central’s employees a 
less enthusiastic image of women’s railway work emerged. Women’s wages were set at the 
minimum level for the grade of work in which they were employed, and their war bonuses were 
lower than their male colleagues’.23 Female employees were seen as reluctant to take 
responsibility in jobs like signalling, criticised for lacking the adaptability of the men they had 
replaced, and considered unambitious (a trait acknowledged by the railway historian Edwin 
Pratt to be the corollary of the explicit understanding that their positions would be surrendered 
once the men returned). Female staff turnover was also a consistent issue during the war. Of 
1,433 women employed at one London station, 633 had resigned their positions within one 
month, 126 more within two months, and a further 124 within three months. More than half of 
the 1,022 women to resign from their employment at a goods department operated by the same 
company did so within a month of their starting. Despite the mass of photographic evidence 
and puff-pieces that focused on the women employed as cleaners, porters, manufacturers, and 
loaders, retention was far higher among women employed in clerical roles—where women’s 
comparative physical weakness was less of an obstruction to the fulfilment of their duties. 
According to Pratt, ‘in such matters as typing and simple accounts, the work of women and 
girls compared … with that of younger men and boys’. Consequently, by January 1918 50 per 
cent of the clerical staff employed on the principal railways was female.24 
 
The railways’ contribution to the war 

There was a clear need for the influx of female labour into the railway industry during the war. 
From a pre-war workforce of approximately 600,000 men, a total of 184,475 railwaymen 
joined the armed forces between 1914 and 1918.25 Railways large and small contributed to the 
total; the vast Midland Railway lost 21,813 men to the services during the war (29.38 per cent 

 
20 TNA: PRO ZPER 9/24 The Railway Gazette, 13 April 1917, p. 449. 
21 See, for example, TNA: PRO ZPER 7/103 Records of Railway Interests in the War, Part IV: Women for Railway 
Work; TNA: PRO ZPER 9/24 ‘Women Workers and Locomotive Building’, The Railway Gazette, 1 June 1917, 
pp. 632–36. 
22 TNA: PRO ZPER 18/12 Great Central Railway Journal, July 1916, pp. 18–19. 
23 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, p. 106. 
24 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. I, pp. 479, 481–82. 
25 TNA: PRO ZLIB 10/26 ‘British Railways and the War’, The Railway Gazette and Railway News: Special War 
Transportation Number, 21 September 1920, p. 7. 
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of its pre-war workforce), but the twenty-three employees of the Kent and East Sussex Railway 
to enlist left a larger proportional gap in the workforce as they represented 45 per cent of its 
staff.26 The outflowbegan immediately. By 15 August 1914 the railways had lost 27,600 men 
to the armed forces, a combination of reservists and territorials called up and volunteers who 
had enlisted in the army and navy. By the end of 1914 the total had reached over 58,000. The 
War Office swiftly responded to concerns from the companies about the short-term effects of 
such heavy losses on their operations, and instructed recruiting agents not to enlist railway 
servants who did not possess the written permission of their head of department.27 However, 
mixed messages were disseminated. On the one hand, the railway companies all circulated 
communications from the REC that outlined how ‘the railwayman who was really wanted for 
the railway service was … serving his country just as thoroughly by remaining in that service 
as by joining the Forces’.28 On the other hand—despite the fact that it had lost more than 14 
per cent of its pre-war workforce by May 1915—the London and North-Western Railway 
Gazette carried a two-page, illustrated recruitment advertisement for the Royal Naval Division. 
‘You behind the desk or on the firing plate’, it exclaimed under the heading ‘The Life 
Adventurous’, ‘you do not want to be out of the fun … [I]n these days when history is running 
red hot out of the moulds, the Navy men are taking a big hand in shaping it’.29 
 
The same publication demonstrates the prevalence of railwaymen across the armed forces from 
the outset of the war. In January 1915, a year before conscription was adopted across mainland 
Britain, the gazette received letters from men in the Hertfordshire Yeomanry, the London 
Scots, the Royal Warwicks, the Buffs, the Grenadier Guards, the Scots Guards, the 6th Welsh 
Battalion, the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, the Royal Army Medical Corps, the Royal 
Engineers, the Army Veterinary Corps, and from aboard HMS New Zealand.30 As the French 
army initially agreed to provide for all of the transport requirements of the BEF on the western 
front, the railways’ contribution did not initially consist of skilled personnel in specialist 
units.31 An offer from the North-Eastern Railway to raise such a unit in August 1914 was 
rejected out of hand by the War Office, although the unit was formed as the 17th (Service) 
Battalion Northumberland Fusiliers (NER Pioneers) and served with distinction on the western 
front.32 The unanticipated and rapid expansion of the British war effort, with its concomitant 
increase in demand for railway facilities in all theatres of operations, led to the establishment 
of dedicated units comprised of men with railway operating and construction skills. The 
deployment of the first railway construction companies raised in Britain, drawn from 
employees of the London and North-Western and Great Western railways, highlights the 
widening lens of Britain’s wartime focus beyond the western front. The 115th and 116th 
railway construction companies arrived in Egypt between December 1915 and March 1916, 

 
26 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. I, p. 371. 
27 P. Simkins, Kitchener’s Army: The Raising of Britain’s New Armies, 1914–1916 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1988), p. 111; TNA: PRO ZPER 7/103 Records of railway interests, pp. 23, 27. 
28 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. I, p. 349. 
29 TNA: PRO ZPER 13/2 ‘The Life Adventurous’, London and North-Western Railway Gazette, May 1915, pp. 
169–70. 
30 TNA: PRO ZPER 13/2 London and North-Western Railway Gazette, January 1915, pp. 14–15. 
31 A.M. Henniker, History of the Great War. Transportation on the Western Front, 1914–1918 (London: His 
Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1937), p. 13. 
32 See Eric Geddes’ introduction in J. Shakespear, A Record of the 17th and 32nd Service Battalions 
Northumberland Fusiliers, N.E.R. Pioneers, 1914–1919, ed. by H. Shenton Cole (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Northumberland Press, 1926) for a discussion of his unsuccessful attempts to create a specialist ‘Pals’ battalion 
of railway workers in 1914. 
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and were initially employed on railway building projects alongside local labourers and 
employees of the Egyptian State Railways.33 
 
Responsibility for the recruitment of railway personnel for service overseas in dedicated 
railway units was devolved upon the REC by the War Office, an acknowledgement of the 
former’s possession of the specialist knowledge required to identify and select suitable men for 
wartime duties. A recruitment sub-committee was formed by the REC in October 1914 to 
establish units for: construction, headed by Sir William Forbes, general manager of the London, 
Brighton and South Coast Railway; operation, under Francis Dent, general manager of the 
South-Eastern and Chatham Railway; and the railway transport establishment in France, under 
Arthur Watson, assistant general manager of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway.34 British 
railway companies provided approximately half the personnel for the 45railway construction 
companies formed during the war—the remainder consisting of men drawn from the 
Dominions and foreign railways, where the demand for new railway construction before the 
war provided opportunities not available upon the largely complete British network. The 
Railway Operating Division (ROD) was formed in April 1915 and was responsible for both 
mechanical and operating duties. Prior to the great battles of 1916 the ROD’s operations were 
restricted to shunting duties at the depots and ports allocated to the British by their French 
hosts, and the provision of services on the Hazebrouck–Ypres line behind the BEF. However, 
the ‘crisis of transportation’ over the winter of 1916–1917 provided the ROD with further 
opportunities to contribute to the traffic operated on the French main lines. By the end of 1918 
the division was responsible for over 1,300 kilometres of track in France and Flanders, and 
comprised over 20,000 men.35 
 
The railway companies did not merely provide skilled men whose efforts were directed by the 
armed forces. As large, complex organisations employing thousands of people engaged in 
inter-related occupations dispersed across wide geographical areas, Britain’s railways 
possessed a cadre of managerial figures capable of transferring their skills to the large, complex 
organisation that was the British war effort. Sir Eric Geddes, the most prominent example of 
David Lloyd George’s appointment of businessmen to government positions during the war, 
was one of over two thousand railway officers ‘loaned’ to the state by their companies between 
1914 and 1918.36 Geddes began the war as deputy general manager of the North-Eastern 
Railway and initially took responsibility for raising the NER Pioneers before he was one of 
several railwaymen appointed to a role in the Ministry of Munitions in June 1915.37 As a deputy 
director of munitions supply he helped raise production figures for rifles and machine-guns 
before he became responsible for the national network of filling factories in December that 
year. Following Lloyd George’s move to the War Office Geddes was despatched to France to 

 
33 TNA: PRO WO 95/4410 General headquarters troops; TNA: PRO WO 95/4718 Lines of communication troops; 
S. Gittins, The Great Western Railway in the First World War (Stroud: History Press, 2010), pp. 115–19. 
34 Institute of Civil Engineers: Original communications, O.C/4277 H.A. Ryott, The provision of personnel for 
military railways in the war of 1914–1918, 1920, p. 1. 
35 TNA: PRO ZLIB 10/26 ‘Railways and Roads on the Western Front’, The Railway Gazette and Railway News: 
Special War Transportation Number, 21 September 1920, pp. 21–25; W.A.T. Aves, The Railway Operating 
Division on the Western Front: The Royal Engineers in France and Belgium, 1915–1919 (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 
2009). 
36 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, pp. 112–14; Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. I, pp. ix–xiii contain 
brief details of the positions occupied by a small fraction of these men. 
37 The ‘List of some of the Principal Officers employed in the Ministry of Munitions during the War’ illustrates 
the scale and breadth of the railway industry’s contribution to the ministry’s activities. See History of the Ministry 
of Munitions: General Organisation for Munitions Supply, 12 vols., (London: His Majesty’s Stationery Office, 
1922), vol. II, pp. 260–75. 
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report on the transport situation behind the BEF, which resulted in his appointments as 
Director-General of Transportation on Sir Douglas Haig’s staff and the Director-General of 
Military Railways at the War Office. When Lloyd George—by this time the prime minister—
became dissatisfied with the organisation of the Admiralty, it was to Geddes’ coordinating 
talents that he turned.38 Geddes’ wartime ascendancy from deputy general manager of a large 
British railway to the position of First Lord of the Admiralty emphasises the importance 
attached to proven organisers throughout the British war effort. 
 
Yet railwaymen did not need to leave their pre-war employers to play a vital role in the 
prosecution of the war. The workshop facilities possessed by Britain’s railways were 
recognised as a potential source of productive capacity for war necessities as early as 
September 1914, when the War Office presented the REC with a request for 12,500 ambulance 
stretchers—urgently required in response to the BEF’s heavier-than-expected casualties in the 
war’s opening weeks. This order was swiftly followed by a veritable shopping list of 
requirements, which included lethal items such as shells, bombs, steel forgings for guns, and 
6-pounder Hotchkiss guns, alongside more mundane but morale-boosting equipment including 
travelling kitchens, kettles, and drinking cups. Further exploitation of the railway workshops 
followed as the war progressed, with the North-Eastern Railway’s workshop at Darlington 
alone responsible for the production of over one million 18-pounder shrapnel shells.39 
 
The war’s effects on Britain’s railways 

The implications of the railway companies’ workshops’ redirection into war-related 
manufactures were revealed following the reorganisation of the allied transport relationship on 
the Western Front in 1916–1917. The colossal battles of 1916 eroded the French transport 
network’s capacity to service the vast—and still expanding—demands of the BEF in addition 
to supplying the French forces, and led to the replacement of periodic requests for British 
technical and material support from the French authorities with a demand that the British 
provide all the transport required to supply the BEF.40 The production of railway equipment 
had a long lead time, which made dependence on orders placed with British, Canadian, and 
American manufacturers impossible as a solution to the deficiencies on the western f: the first 
of 5,300 wagons ordered from North American sources in March 1915 took thirteen months to 
arrive in France.41 Geddes recognised that the transport infrastructure in France could only be 
supported by the immediate provision of locomotives, rolling stock, and track from the British 
railways, which possessed substantially more locomotives and twice the number of carriages 
per mile than the German network in 1914 (see table 1).42 
 
However, even Britain’s comparatively abundant stocks of railway equipment could not be 
brought to bear on the fighting without affecting the provision of services on the home front. 

 
38 K. Grieves, Sir Eric Geddes: Business and Government in War and Peace (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1989); K. Grieves, ‘Improvising the British War Effort: Eric Geddes and Lloyd George, 1915–18’, War & 
Society, 7:2 (1989), 40–55; K. Grieves, ‘The Transportation Mission to GHQ, 1916’, in ‘Look to Your Front!’ 
Studies in the First World War by the British Commission for Military History, eds. B. Bond et al (Staplehurst: 
Spellmount, 1999), 63–78; C. Phillips, ‘The Changing Nature of Supply: Transportation in the BEF during the 
Battle of the Somme’, in At All Costs: The British Army on the Western Front 1916, ed. S. Jones (Warwick: 
Helion, 2018), 117–38. 
39 E.A. Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. II, pp. 583–610. 
40 Henniker, Transportation on the Western Front, pp. 247–51. 
41 History of the Corps of Royal Engineers, ed. H.L. Pritchard, 11 vols., (Chatham: Institute of Royal Engineers, 
1952), vol. V, p. 598. 
42 Gregory, ‘Railway Stations’, p. 27. 
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By 1 December 1916 the goods managers and superintendents of the line of Britain’s major 
railways had identified potential areas in which services could be reduced in order to release 
materials for France, and Geddes was able to report to Sir Douglas Haig that the companies 
had agreed to despatch 350 locomotives, 20,000 wagons, and 320,000 sleepers to the BEF.43 
Piecemeal actions to reduce pressure on the domestic railway network that had been taken 
during the first half of the war—such as the withdrawals of dining cars, the slowing down of 
express services, and the suspension of services to suburban stations well served by buses and 
trams—gave way to a more concerted and nationwide effort to economise railway transport 
from January 1917 onwards. Approximately 400 four hundred stations were closed, Sunday 
services were reduced, and in some areas now unused track was lifted for use overseas. The 
largest four companies in Britain supplied 155 miles of the 206 miles despatched abroad after 
1 January 1917, but the tiny Bideford, Westward Ho! And Appledore Railway made the 
supreme sacrifice. The Devon line ‘vanished from the railway map’ on 28 March 1917. The 
entire seven miles of track were pulled up, and two of the company’s three locomotives were 
requisitioned for service overseas. They were promptly torpedoed at the entrance to the Bristol 
Channel and lost until rediscovery in 2001.44 
 
The station closures and service reductions, which were not dictated by the REC but decided 
upon by the individual companies in line with their traffic priorities, had an immediate effect. 
As a result of the restrictions introduced to the operations of the Caledonian Railway, its 
chairman, Sir Charles Renshaw, proudly advised the company’s shareholders that 92 engines 
had been withdrawn from passenger traffic for duties in goods and munitions transportation. 
Elsewhere, the Taff Vale Railway recorded a near-10 per cent decrease in train mileage in the 
first two months of 1917, whilst the consumption of coal on the British railways dropped by 
11 per cent compared to the figures for 1916.45 Such reductions permitted the despatch of 
equipment to theatres of operations overseas without jeopardising the domestic traffic that was 
crucial to the sustenance of both the war effort and the domestic economy. As Haig recorded 
in his diary following lunch with a REC delegation in December 1916, the British railways 

 
43 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. II, pp. 643–46; National Library of Scotland (NLS): Papers of 
Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, Acc.3155/109 diary entry, 1 December 1916. 
44 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, pp. 145–47; ‘Steam Engines from Yorkshire Found 150ft down on Sea Bed’, 
Yorkshire Evening Post, 22 October 2001. 
45 TNA: PRO ZPER 9/24 ‘The Effect of the Traffic Restrictions’, Railway Gazette, 2 March 1917, p. 250. 

 Route 
miles 

Locomotives Carriages Wagons 

Number 
Number per 

100 route 
miles 

Number 
Number per 

100 route 
miles 

Number 

United 
Kingdom 23,718 22,998 97 72,888 308 780,520* 

Belgium 5,370 4,300 80 10,000 186 90,000 
Germany 38,950 28,000 72 60,000 154 600,000 
France 31,200 14,500 47 33,500 107 364,000 
Russia 45,350 17,200 38 20,000 44 370,000 
Austria-
Hungary 28,400 10,000 35 21,000 74 245,000 

Table 1 Railway equipment possessed by the European Powers, 1914. 
Source J.A.B. Hamilton, Britain’s Railways in World War I (London: Allen & Unwin, 
1947), p. 29. 
Note * = figure excludes over 600,000 privately owned wagons. 
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were keen to do all ‘they could to help us and might do more for us than we asked … [T]he 
only thing required was an order from the government authorizing the railway companies to 
provide the material.’46 
 
Following the REC’s visit to France the export of British materials to the fighting fronts rapidly 
increased. Sixty-two locomotives from British stocks were in traffic in France by the end of 
1916, and 450 locomotives lifted directly from the British railways were in operation behind 
the western front by the end of 1917. By the armistice, the ROD possessed locomotives from 
almost every prominent railway in Britain, each contributing to the 601 British locomotives 
sent overseas in support of the various British war efforts.47 Given that the British railways 
possessed a pre-war stock of roughly 23,000 locomotives, such a contribution appears to be a 
relatively small proportion. However, during peacetime operations around 600 locomotives on 
the British railways reached what was considered to be the end of their working lives. During 
the war, with the railways’ manpower and materials redirected into the fulfilment of the armed 
forces’ various requirements, worn-out engines were not replaced at the rate required to 
maintain British stocks. Between 1914 and 1918 the South-Eastern and Chatham Railway built 
just two locomotives and reconstructed one engine, whilst across the network as a whole just 
803 new engines were put into traffic between August 1914 and April 1917.48 ‘Owing to want 
of men and material’, the REC explained in a memorandum to the War Cabinet, the British 
railway companies were ‘short of no less than 1,600 locomotives’ in May 1917.49 
 
Furthermore, the locomotives that remained in service were asked to undertake unprecedented 
volumes of work, whilst the war considerably dislocated the established patterns of peacetime 
traffic across Britain’s railway network in numerous ways. The closure to traffic of ports on 
the east coast, the risks to shipping of enemy action, and the commandeering of merchant ships 
for military use ‘combined to divert to the railways a great amount of traffic that had previously 
gone by coasting steamers’.50 Not all of Britain’s railways were well equipped to deal with the 
changed composition of traffic on their lines. Prior to 1914 the South-Eastern and Chatham 
Railway’s principal concerns had been the provision of commuter trains for those working in 
London and passages to and from the coast for holidaymakers and tourists. However, within 
the first year of the war passenger traffic (excluding troop movements) had been eclipsed by a 
heavy goods traffic that the company’s lines were ill-suited to handle. In July 1915 the South-
Eastern and Chatham’s London district dealt with 56per cent more goods wagons than it had 
the previous July. As the British war effort expanded so too did the South-Eastern and 
Chatham’s freight traffic. In the six months from January to June 1918 the staff at Blackheath 
station handled a goods tonnage 2,452 per cent higher than had arrived at the station in the 
corresponding six months of 1913.51 
 
The Highland Railway, at the opposite end of the country, faced a similar challenge. Prior to 
1914 the Highland’s annual pattern of traffic was largely predictable; heavy in the summer and 
light in the winter, which allowed plenty of time for locomotives and rolling stock to be 

 
46 NLS: Haig papers, Acc.3155/109 diary entry, 12 December 1916. 
47 A further 326 engines, dubbed the Ministry of Munitions locomotives and built to a standard specification by 
multiple manufacturers, were delivered to France for the use of the ROD during the war. See Hamilton, Britain’s 
Railways, pp. 167, 171. 
48 D. Gould, The South-Eastern and Chatham Railway in the 1914–18 War (Trowbridge: Oakwood, 1981), p. 36. 
49 TNA: PRO CAB 24/14/83 Memorandum by the REC. Shortage of materials for repairs and renewal of 
permanent way, locomotives, carriages and wagons, 24 May 1917, pp. 3–4. 
50 TNA: PRO ZLIB 10/26 ‘British Railways and the War’, p. 9. 
51 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. II, pp. 1077–78. 
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repaired before the next summer’s traffic commenced.52 The war replaced the seasonal peaks 
and troughs on the Highland with a heavy and constant demand for railway facilities. The 
transfer of coal for northern Scotland from coastal shipping onto the railways took place at the 
same time as the company had to deal with a vast increase in traffic for the Royal Navy. 
‘Nothing whatsoever’ had been done to improve the Highland’s capacity to service the Grand 
Fleet at Scapa Flow before August 1914,53 and the company lacked both sufficient sidings and 
employees to discharge the extra burden placed upon it by the wartime traffic. As early as 
August 1915 the company reported that almost one-third of its locomotives had been 
withdrawn from service, whilst another one-third were in urgent need of repairs. Following an 
appeal to the REC 20locomotives were despatched north, but a year later the Highland was still 
42 locomotives below their requirements and faced an ever-increasing shortage of wagons as 
the demands on the railway continued to grow.  In 1918 the timber traffic carried south on the 
Highland exceeded 400,000 tons, a tonnage ten times greater than that loaded in peacetime and 
the equivalent of 80,712 wagon-loads.54 Some two thousand wagons were sent north by a 
combination of English and Scottish railways before the end of the war in a largely 
unsuccessful attempt to ease the Highland’s difficulties. 
 
Goods traffic was not alone in presenting challenges for the railways on the British home front. 
Passenger traffic flows were also greatly affected by both the evolution of Britain’s war effort 
after August 1914 and the threat of enemy action. A succession of air raids over London in 
autumn 1917 motivated a number of Londoners to leave the capital in pursuit of safer 
accommodation in Brighton, Maidenhead, and other south-eastern towns. However, those same 
individuals continued to work in London, and the relatively inexpensive cost of season tickets 
failed to deter would-be fugitives. In response to the vocal annoyance of established residents 
about the overcrowding of commuter trains, the Defence of the Realm Act was invoked to give 
railway companies the power to issue or withdraw season tickets on their own terms. The prices 
of season tickets were increased and the offer of refunds for unexpired portions removed, but 
by the time the new conditions came into effect on 21 May 1918 the German aerial menace 
had almost entirely disappeared.55 Further north, the government’s decision to establish the 
gigantic Moorside factory at Gretna, near the Caledonian’s route between Carlisle and 
Glasgow, generated significant demands for both goods and passenger traffic in the second half 
of the war. The factory’s construction and output increased the volume of freight transported 
over the line by in excess of 100 per cent, but the rise in passenger journeys to and from the 
hitherto insignificant Gretna station was of an even greater magnitude. By 1917 the factory 
employed over 17,500 workers and, despite the provision of government-sponsored new towns 
at Gretna and nearby Eastriggs to accommodate the workforce, the Caledonian carried almost 
three million passengers to and from Gretna during that year. In contrast, just 8,653 passengers 
had used the station in 1914 (see table 2). 
 
These traffic flows were directly linked to the demands of multifaceted, industrialised warfare, 
and emphasised Britain’s ongoing commitment to the material conflict. To fulfil them—
alongside meeting the army’s demands for locomotives, wagons, and track to be despatched 
overseas—required the REC to dissuade the British public from engaging in ‘unnecessary’ 
travel over the second half of the war. As J.A.B. Hamilton noted in his history of Britain’s 
railways in the First World War, ‘whether for good or not-so-good reasons, the British public 

 
52 H.A. Vallance, The Highland Railway: The History of the Railways of the Scottish Highlands, 5 vols., (Newton 
Abbot: David & Charles, 1969), vol. II, p. 106. 
53 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. II, p. 959. 
54 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. II, p. 952. 
55 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, pp. 155–57. 
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refused to stay put’.56 To target so-called ‘joy riders’ a blanket increase in fares of 50 per cent 
was introduced from 1 January 1917—only season tickets, workmen’s tickets, and traders’ 
tickets escaped the rise. Lloyd George made a personal appeal to the ‘travelling public’ to ‘cut 
down unnecessary travelling’ the following month, exclaiming that the steel that was conserved 
as a result would be directed into shipbuilding to counter the submarine menace.57 Although 
the Great North of Scotland and the Taff Vale were among the railways to report a substantial 
decrease in passenger numbers in the first quarter of 1917,58 travel over the Easter holidays 
was still subjected to unprecedented restrictions. Advanced tickets were withdrawn from sale 
between Wednesday 4 and Monday 9 April, an action that forced would-be passengers to 
purchase tickets—the number of which was limited to the carrying capacity of the trains—on 
the day of travel alone. ‘Fewer people than usual ventured out’ over the holiday, Hamilton 
recalled—as ‘one of those who sinfully went joy riding’—a result the author put down more to 
the poor weather than the entreaties of railway officials.59 
 
The concern to restrict excursion traffic provided the catalyst for the extension of government 
control of the railways across the Irish Sea. In August 1914 the Irish railway companies had 
been excluded from the arrangements that saw the vast majority of Britain’s railways taken 
under government control—a surrender of autonomy that was assuaged by the promise of 
compensation from the state. ‘No control meant no financial guarantees’, and by 1916 the Irish 
railways’ exposure to the adverse operating conditions brought about by the war had become 
intolerable. The companies lacked government assistance to help offset their higher costs, 
particularly with regards to the purchase of coal and the provision of wage increases and 
bonuses to their employees. Appeals for parity in state aid between the Irish railways and those 
of England, Scotland, and Wales were considered in autumn 1916 by the government, ‘but no 
definite course’ was adopted until the threat of industrial action tipped the balance.60 
 
Gaelic football provided the catalyst. The introduction of martial law in the aftermath of the 
failed Easter Rising was augmented in November 1916 by an intimation from the Chief 
Secretary of Ireland that unnecessary traffic should be suspended for the remainder of the war. 
Such an action principally targeted the provision of hugely popular—and highly profitable—
trains run for the attendees of matches arranged by the Gaelic Athletic Association, including 
many of the 27,000 who had witnessed Wexford’s victory over Kerry at Croke Park in 

 
56 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, p. 152. 
57 TNA: PRO ZPER 9/24 ‘Premier’s Appeal to the Travelling Public’, Railway Gazette, 9 February 1917, p. 174. 
58 TNA: PRO ZPER 9/24 ‘The Effect of the Traffic Restrictions’, p. 250. 
59 TNA: PRO ZPER 9/24 ‘Railway Travel at Easter’, Railway Gazette, 6 April 1917, p. 423; Hamilton, Britain’s 
Railways, pp. 154–55. 
60 Pratt, British Railways and the Great War, vol. I, pp. 79–80. 

Year Number of passengers carried 
1913 10,747 
1914 8,653 
1915 365,436 
1916 1,842,822 
1917 2,932,814 
1918 1,348,637 

Table 2 Passenger journeys carried by the Caledonian Railway to and from Gretna station, 
1913–1918. 
Source E.A. Pratt, British Railways and the Great War; Organisation, Efforts, Difficulties 
and Achievements, 2 vols., (London: Selwyn & Blount, 1921), vol. II, p. 851. 
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November 1915.61 ‘To stop the whole traffic’, the Irish companies argued, ‘would involve the 
railways in a loss of £250,000 a year, and render them still less able to pay additional wages’.62 
The ominous warning was taken up swiftly by the drivers and firemen of the Great Southern 
and Western Railway, the largest of Ireland’s ‘big four’ railways. On 14 December 1916 the 
workers issued an ultimatum: unless their wages were increased by six shillings, or they 
received a war bonus of ten shillings per week, they would cease work. The government’s 
response was swift. Just three days later it announced both a general wage rise of seven shillings 
per week—which brought Ireland’s railway workers in line with their colleagues elsewhere in 
the United Kingdom—and the establishment of an executive committee to operate the Irish 
railways on the same terms as those which had existed in England, Scotland, and Wales since 
August 1914. The Irish REC, comprised of the general managers of the four largest railway 
companies in Ireland, commenced its work on 1 January 1917 and mirrored the British REC in 
its concerns for economy and efficiency for the remainder of the war.63 
 
For the British railway companies the period from January 1917 until the armistice and beyond 
—after 11 November 1918 the railways became immersed in the provision of facilities for the 
demobilisation of troops, the repatriation of prisoners of war, the return of Belgian refugees 
and German prisoners of war to the continent, and the handling of equipment and materials 
shipped back across the English Channel—was dominated by the need to manage the network’s 
infrastructure so as to ensure its long-term reliability. Through the REC’s careful coordination 
and the cooperative energies of the companies taken into government control, the First World 
War concluded with the British railways ‘very far from falling to bits’.64 By November 1918 
many of Britain’s railways were bruised, some battered, but none broken. They had escaped 
all but the most superficial damage from enemy action, and had never had to deal with lines 
being overrun or severed by the shifting position of the fighting front. At opposite ends of the 
country the strain of service was most evident: the North British and Highland railways—which 
had been most closely associated with the maintenance of the Royal Navy—and the South-
Eastern and Chatham Railway, whose network took in the ports of Folkestone and Dover, the 
Royal Arsenal at Woolwich, and the Chatham dockyard, were in particularly depleted 
conditions. Elsewhere, pre-war Britain’s over-resourced, duplicated, and inefficient railways 
had provided the national war effort with sufficient excess to meet the challenge. 
Approximately 20 per cent of the nation’s locomotives needed to be overhauled, but only 3 per 
cent of the country’s rolling stock had been despatched overseas for use on the lines of 
communications behind the armed forces. This equipment was repatriated and repaired, and by 
the summer of 1919 many of the wartime restrictions on services and amenities had been 
removed.65 
 
In the years that followed the First World War the privations of the railways’ wartime service 
were principally remembered in stone and bronze. More than 20,000 employees of the British 
railway companies died on active service during the conflict.66 Their sacrifice was honoured 
both in a special memorial service at St Paul’s Cathedral on 14 May 1919 and by the erection 

 
61 The Chief Secretary of Ireland finally decided to allow special match-day trains to run to Dublin for the 1916 
final just three days before it was played. Consequently, only 3,000 spectators were present for Wexford’s victory 
over Mayo. 
62 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, p. 124. 
63 TNA: PRO ZPER 7/98 ‘State Control of Irish Railways’, Railway News, 6 January 1917, p. 1. 
64 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, p. 190. 
65 Hamilton, Britain’s Railways, pp. 190–92. 
66 J. Higgins, Great War Railwaymen: Britain’s Railway Company Workers at War 1914-1918 (London: Uniform 
Press, 2014), p. 295 gives a total of 20,792 but acknowledges that this figure cannot be confirmed. 
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of some of Britain’s most prominent and evocative memorials during the 1920s.67 Sir Edwin 
Lutyens was commissioned by two of Britain’s largest railway companies—the Midland and 
the North-Eastern—to design the memorials that stood outside their head offices in Derby and 
York respectively, whilst Charles Sargeant Jagger’s bronze soldier on platform one at 
Paddington Station was one of numerous monuments created to honour the fallen of the Great 
Western Railway in both national and local settings.68 Between them, the four largest railway 
companies in Britain lost more than 11,0000 employees between 1914 and 1918—
approximately 10 to 13 per cent of their pre-war workforces, a death rate higher than that 
experienced by the nation as a whole.69 The Kent and East Sussex Railway’s losses may have 
been substantially lower—Private Henry Osborne of the Royal Sussex Regiment was the 
railway’s only employee to be killed in action, when he fell at the Battle of Loos in 1915—but 
the memorial tablet erected in his honour at Salehurst Church emphasises that the First World 
War affected companies both large and small in the deepest way. 
 
Conclusion 

The REC was a manifestation of a working relationship between the army, government, and 
British railways that pre-dated the First World War. There existed in Britain a recognition—
stretching back into the nineteenth century—that railways had the potential to greatly influence 
the conduct of warfare, and an appreciation that the efficient operation of the railway network 
in the national interest was of paramount importance to a national war effort. In the case of the 
railway network the principle of centralised control, for so often associated with the 
premiership of David Lloyd George in the second half of the conflict, was in place and ready 
to be implemented at the very start of the war. For Britain’s railways, ‘business as usual’ was 
an aspiration rather than a policy for the duration of the conflict. 
 
The size and scale of the larger railway companies permitted them to make a wide range of 
contributions to the war effort. One third of the pre-war male workforce served with the armed 
forces between 1914 and 1918, and the transferable skills possessed by the companies’ 
managerial and administrative staff found profitable application across the military and the 
nation’s economic life. These contributions, celebrated within the trade press both during and 
after the war, demonstrate how the railways acknowledged the abnormality of the 
circumstances; so too did the companies’ widespread employment of female labour, the 
deployment overseas of locomotives and rolling stock, the closure of stations and reduction of 
services, and the blanket increases in fares that characterised the period from 1917 onwards. 
Yet the trade press also highlighted the industry’s attempts to maintain the regular rhythms of 
peacetime life. Works football teams continued to play matches, lending libraries continued to 
lend books, and the engineers of various companies continued to discuss new projects at 
institutional meetings right up to the end of the war. Whilst the companies operating in the 
extreme north and the south-east of Britain felt the pinch, the overall conclusion must be that 
further sacrifices from the railways on the home front were possible—had the war demanded 
them. 

 
67 TNA: PRO ZLIB 10/22 Memorial services for fallen railwaymen 14 May 1919 – with roll of honour. 
68 Gittins, Great Western Railway, pp. 166–72. 
69 Higgins, Great War Railwaymen, pp. 294–95. 
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