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The impact of the Great Western Railway on the social structure of five rural parishes in the Thames Valley 1830-1875

Rosemary Stewart-Beardsley, University of Reading

Perhaps the greatest agent of change in nineteenth century Britain was the coming of the railways.   Their influence on almost all aspects of life was, to borrow Gourvish’s phraseology, ‘truly ubiquitous’.
 Yet when one reviews the general literature on the nineteenth century one might be forgiven for assuming that outside areas of mineral deposits or the immediate periphery of the great cities and towns the countryside was left virtually unscathed by this technological advance.
 Neglect of the impact of the railway on the countryside is apparent even within the realm of railway history. There are excellent studies of its affect on urbanisation, transport, the physical landscape and a wide range of economic issues.
 John Walton led the way into studies of the role the railway played in the development of rural seaside resorts and the Lake District.
  However little of this historiography addresses the effect the early English railways had on the socio-economics of the rural communities through which they passed. Some of the few who have examined these matters or part thereof are: the late Jack Simmons, Frank Andrews, Robert Schwartz and David Turnock.
 Research on the social impact of GWR on the countryside is particularly sparse. 

Within almost all of this literature, there are three common assumptions generally made about the effect railways had on rural communities. Firstly, that the seismic shift in the rural/urban balance of the population was facilitated by the railways. Secondly, that this exodus was driven by young single people in search of better wages and brighter opportunities. A third view is that railways stimulated economic activity in rural communities in close proximity to a line, particularly if they enjoyed a favourable geographical location.
 Within the study parishes however, the overarching social landscape remained relatively unchanged in the 35 years after the railway was built. 

The research is firmly based on empirical sources. These include:- the official census reports; the census enumerators’ books (CEBs); contemporary county directories; local newspapers; records from the Thames Navigation Commission, the local turnpike trusts, and the railway; parliamentary papers; landowning records; and contemporary literature.  The census and transport data were entered into Excel spreadsheets from which I built models of changes in the population structure and transport patterns after the style of Armstrong and Everitt.
  The blending of such a wide range of sources has gone some way to ameliorate the paucity of surviving or readily accessible public and private papers.  

The parishes of Basildon, Goring, Pangbourne, Streatley and Whitchurch are situated on the banks of the River Thames approximately fifty miles west of London where the river breaches the Chiltern Hills and the Berkshire Downs. Goring and Whitchurch lie on the northern or Oxfordshire bank and the other three parishes on he Berkshire side.  The area of the parishes varies from around two thousand acres to slightly more than four thousand acres, most of which lies on the shallow, dry and flinty slopes of the surrounding hills.  The river terraces are narrow but relatively fertile. Arable agriculture was the economic mainstay of the district and the few secondary employment sectors which existed were small concerns.  With the exception of Basildon, (where the main village is up on the Downs) each parish is dominated by a small riverside village of the same name with a varying number of scattered hamlets in the upland hinterland. The bridge across the river between Whitchurch with Pangbourne was built in 1792 but the bridge linking Goring and Streatley was not built until 1837. 
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Figure 1 Map of the study area. Source: Ordnance Survey Map 1877. 

Prior to the arrival of the railway the main economic advantage provided by the river to the area was cheap, if unreliable, access to the London markets for heavy produce such as wheat, flour and timber. Even though riverside landscape had long been regarded as quite exceptional and the area was renowned for the quality of its fishing, recreational use of the upper Thames was so much a minority activity that the cash desperate Thames River Commissioners did not even bother to collect tolls from leisure boats. 

However, the river was not the only mode of transport to bisect the study area. The main cross country route linking Oxford with Reading and the West Country ran along the Berkshire banks of the river through the parishes of Streatley, Basildon and Pangbourne. At Pangbourne the road divided with one turnpike running directly into Reading and the other going through Tidmarsh to join the London to Bath road at Theale. Pangbourne village was therefore well placed to pick up financial spin-offs from passing traffic, particularly from the high end of the passenger trade. The most obvious beneficiaries were the inns, the food shops, blacksmiths and saddlers. 

With the exception of Goring, each of the parishes had a resident landowner. None of the six major families were aristocrats and two had owned their estates for several centuries.  Between 75 and 90 percent of the land area of any one parish was owned or controlled by these individuals, including much of the land either in or surrounding the riverside villages. Estate ownership remained stable with only two major land sales recorded between 1835 and 1875 (both of which involved the same vendor). 

The proposal to construct a railway between London and Bristol through the Thames Valley was announced in 1833. After the defeat of the first Bill in 1834 (due in no small part to the fierce opposition from local landowners) the GWR Act was passed in 1835. Construction of the railway began at both London and Bristol in 1837 and opened section by section with the entire route completed in June 1841.  By June 1840 the railway line through the parishes of Basildon, Goring and Pangbourne was opened and stations were built in the latter two villages, quite possibly as a result of pressure from the local landowners during the land acquisition negotiations rather than in anticipation of substantial ticket sale revenue. 
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Figure 2. Map of the Great Western Railway. Source: GWR Museum, Swindon. 

While the local inhabitants watched the reordering of the physical landscape, few can have imagined the reality of the dramatic compression of time and space inherent in railway travel. From the day the railway opened it was possible to be in London within two hours instead of the six it took by coach and the thriving market town of Reading was but fifteen minutes away. In an age where living the rural idyll was becoming fashionable, the Goring Gap parishes were within commuting distance of both the city and a vibrant provincial centre. There were, therefore, a number of changes which might have been expected to occur. Perhaps a downturn in traffic numbers using the road and the river followed by a slump village economies and high levels of outward migration. On the other hand, the railway could have encouraged inward migration or a tourist trade as happened elsewhere in scenic areas thereby stimulating village economies.  

The turnpike trust (the Reading to Shillingford) which managed the road through the study area saw a significant downturn in their finances in the years immediately following the opening of the railway line. 
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Figure 4. Turnpike road income. Source: Financial Records of the turnpike trust. Berkshire Record Office.
  

According to Cowslade’s 1834 Berkshire directory at least 60 scheduled stagecoach services a week travelled the turnpike road between Streatley and Pangbourne. By 1842-3 there were none.
 In keeping with studies of rural carriers elsewhere, the number of local carriers listed in the commercial directories remained relatively constant but due to the absence of real traffic figures it is impossible to estimate the quantity or class of private road users. However, whatever they may have been, they were insufficient to keep the turnpike trust financially viable and it was wound up in 1874. Moreover, any reduction in volumes of either stage coaches or long distance private travellers had the potential to wreak significant damage to the economy of roadside villages as had happened elsewhere within the immediate region.
 

Competition from the railway sounded the death knell for almost all barge traffic on the River Thames. As is evident in Figure 3, lock toll income went into freefall after 1841. Fragmentary evidence suggests that some local producers also switched from using the river to the rail for the transportation of their produce.
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Figure 3. River lock toll revenue. Source: Accounts of the River Thames authorities, Berkshire Record Office and River and Rowing Museum.

It is ironic that the steep increase in river toll revenue prior to the opening of the railway through to Bristol dates from the year that the GWR began to use the river to transport heavy building materials and construction equipment
.   The halt in the fall of lock toll income after 1857 combined with patchy evidence from newspapers, journals and the CEB’s suggests that recreational use of the river may have begun to increase.
 

The population figures for the study area in Figure 2 show that until 1871 the population growth rate followed the general downward trend common to the arable counties of south-east England.  
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Figure 2. Index of population growth Index: 1801 = 100 Source: Official published census reports and Mitchell and Deane, British historical statistics, Ch.1 tabs.1 and 7.
 

To test the assumption that outward flows were led by young single people the population database was interrogated to identify all those aged 16-25. Table 1 below shows the percentage of people in this age group relative to the total population remained relatively static. The railway did not prompt an exodus of young people seeking the bright lights. 

	
	Percentage of total population

	1841
	12%

	1851
	13%

	1861
	11%

	1871
	12%


Table 1. Number of single people aged 16-25, 1841-1871. Source: CEBs 1841-1871

Unsurprisingly, an analysis of the employment structure revealed that the decline was driven by agricultural labourers.  As local agricultural labourer’s wages were notoriously low it is remarkable that more did not leave, especially after being exposed for several years to the superior wage and working environment enjoyed by railway navvies.

	
	Agriculture
	Transport
	Trades & retail
	Professional
	Domestic service
	Manufacture

	1841
	50%
	4%
	9%
	6%
	20%
	10%

	1851
	44%
	6%
	11%
	4%
	19%
	14%

	1861
	41%
	5%
	11%
	6%
	20%
	10%

	1871
	38%
	4%
	11%
	6%
	25%
	14%


Table 2.  Occupations as a percentage of the total employed population. Source: CEBs 1841-1871.

Employment levels across almost all other sectors remained relatively constant. Within the trade and retail sector an examination of hotel employment revealed that the former coaching inns were not ruined by the loss of the stagecoach traffic and even maintained their 1841 staffing levels. The only employment sector to show any increase was domestic service in private households. As servants were generally young and single it is likely that it was this sector which maintained the stability of the 16-25 year age group.  

Real estate agents had long used the scenic quality of the area as a major draw card in marketing high quality housing and quickly added the proximity to a railway station to their list. In order to assess whether or not high net worth households were attracted by these twin attractions, all households, (excluding farms), with three or more residential servants were identified.
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Figure 3. High net worth households. Source: Census Enumerators’ Books 1841-1871

The results are unequivocal. Unlike Brighton or Southend, the presence of a direct railway link to London with a similar journey time did not attract potential commuters.
 Other inland resort areas experienced the early advent of commuter and tourist traffic so distance from the sea cannot be the explanation.
 It was also obvious that within the area a railway station was not a necessary condition in the desirability rankings.  

It is impossible to ascertain visitor statistics but there are indications as to what it was they came to do. A study of nineteenth-century publicly exhibited oil paintings of the river between Pangbourne and Goring shows that from twenty canvases shown in 1840 the number rose to almost one hundred and twenty in 1875.
 From 1841 to 1871 there is also a noticeable increase in the census returns of both game-keepers and fishing guides.  A review of two consecutive years of the Reading papers at five year intervals from 1840 to 1880 failed to produce any evidence that the GWR offered mass market excursion trains to the Goring Gap even though early closing was widespread by the 1860’s. This, combined with the evidence of elite activity, suggests that the tourists predominately came from the more wealthy sectors of society. 

The conclusion to emerge from this study is clear. The coming of the railway acted neither as a conduit for significant outward migration, nor as an agent for major social or economic stimulation. In fact the overarching social structure scarcely altered in the thirty-five years following its arrival.
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� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Major</Author><Year>1980</Year><RecNum>240</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>9</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>240</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>J. Kenneth Major</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1980</YEAR><TITLE>Robert Stone, Miller of Pangbourne</TITLE><PUBLISHER>The International Molinological Society</PUBLISHER><SHORT_TITLE>Robert Stone</SHORT_TITLE></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�J. Kenneth Major, (ed). Robert Stone, Miller of Pangbourne, (The International Molinological Society, 1980).�;� ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>RAIL 1014/1/9</Author><Year>1834</Year><RecNum>465</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>20</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>465</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>RAIL 1014/1/9, PRO</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1834</YEAR><TITLE>Proceedings of the Great Western Company with extracts from evidence  in support of the Bill before the Committee of the House of Commons in the Session of 1834</TITLE></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�PRO RAIL 1014/1/9, 'Proceedings of the Great Western Company with Extracts from Evidence  in Support of the Bill before the Committee of the House of Commons in the Session of 1834' (1834).� Evidence of Mr Pearman, farmer of Whitchurch.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Wilson</Author><Year>1987</Year><RecNum>247</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>1</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>247</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Wilson, D. G.</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1987</YEAR><TITLE>The Thames: Record of a Working Waterway</TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>London</PLACE_PUBLISHED><SHORT_TITLE>The Thames</SHORT_TITLE></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�D. G. Wilson, The Thames: Record of a Working Waterway, (London, 1987).� Ch.8 p.91. 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Mr &amp; Mrs S. C. Hall</Author><Year>1859</Year><RecNum>283</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>1</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>283</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Mr &amp; Mrs S. C. Hall,</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1859</YEAR><TITLE>The Book of the Thames from Its Rise to its Fall</TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>London</PLACE_PUBLISHED><EDITION>1980</EDITION><SHORT_TITLE>The Book of the Thames</SHORT_TITLE></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�Mr & Mrs S. C. Hall, The Book of the Thames from Its Rise to Its Fall, 1980 ed., (London, 1859).�; Reading Mercury & Berkshire Chronicle 1830-1875.


� Oxfordshire is defined as a rural county by Wrigley in Poverty, Progress, and Population (Cambridge 2004) Ch.1 tabs.1 & 7. Berkshire’s growth rate is heavily influenced by the court at Windsor and industrial development in Reading. 


� These categories are based on the Booth/Armstrong model. 


� The exact status of servants on farms in the 1841-51 census returns is obscure.  


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Simmons</Author><Year>1973</Year><RecNum>21</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>7</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>21</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Simmons, J.</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1973</YEAR><TITLE>The Power of the Railway</TITLE><SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_AUTHOR>Dyos, H.J., &amp; Wolf, Michael</SECONDARY_AUTHOR></SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_TITLE>The Victorian City: Images and Realities</SECONDARY_TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>London</PLACE_PUBLISHED><VOLUME>One</VOLUME><PAGES>277-310</PAGES><SHORT_TITLE>The Power of the Railway</SHORT_TITLE></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�J. Simmons, 'The Power of the Railway', in The Victorian City: Images and Realities, (ed) H.J. Dyos, & Wolf, Michael, (London: 1973).�pp.296-7


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Simmons</Author><Year>1973</Year><RecNum>21</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>7</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>21</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>Simmons, J.</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>1973</YEAR><TITLE>The Power of the Railway</TITLE><SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_AUTHOR>Dyos, H.J., &amp; Wolf, Michael</SECONDARY_AUTHOR></SECONDARY_AUTHORS><SECONDARY_TITLE>The Victorian City: Images and Realities</SECONDARY_TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>London</PLACE_PUBLISHED><VOLUME>One</VOLUME><PAGES>277-310</PAGES><SHORT_TITLE>The Power of the Railway</SHORT_TITLE></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�Ibid.�; � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Rhys</Author><Year>2005</Year><RecNum>523</RecNum><MDL><REFERENCE_TYPE>3</REFERENCE_TYPE><REFNUM>523</REFNUM><AUTHORS><AUTHOR>H.G. Rhys</AUTHOR></AUTHORS><YEAR>2005</YEAR><TITLE>Railways, leisure and language in mid-Wales during the 1860s</TITLE><SECONDARY_TITLE>International Association for the History of Transport, Traffic and Mobility</SECONDARY_TITLE><PLACE_PUBLISHED>York</PLACE_PUBLISHED></MDL></Cite></EndNote>�H.G. Rhys, "Railways, Leisure and Language in Mid-Wales During the 1860s" (paper presented at the International Association for the History of Transport, Traffic and Mobility, York, 2005).�


� Personal Communication, Mr M Hall, Goring. 





