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Abstract

Britain’s railways were essential for the development of the British economy throughout
the nineteenth century; however, by 1919 their seemingly unassailable position as goods
carriers was about to be eroded by the lorry. The railway strike of September 1919 had
presented traders with an opportunity to observe the capabilities of road haulage, but there
is no study which focuses on the process of modal shift in goods distribution from the
trader’s perspective. This thesis therefore marks an important departure from the existing

literature by placing goods transport into its working context.

The importance of food as an everyday essential commodity adds a further dimension to
the status of goods transport within Britain’s supply chain, particularly when the fragility
of food products means that minimising the impact of distance, time and spoilage before
consumption is vital in ensuring effective and practical logistical solutions. These are
considered in a series of four case studies on specific food commodities and retail
distribution, which also hypothesise that the modal shift from rail to road reflected the
changing character of transport demand between 1919 and 1975. Consequently, this thesis
explores the notion that the centre of governance over the supply chain transferred between
food producers, manufacturers, government and chain retailer, thereby driving changes in

transport technology and practice.

This thesis uses archival material to provide a qualitative study into the food industry’s
relationship with transport where the case studies incorporate supply chain analyses to
permit an exploration of how changes in structure might have influenced the modal shift
from rail to road distribution. It subsequently discusses how and when the emergence of
mass-consumerism, as well as the intensification of the chain retailer’s quest for
competitive advantage, effected a permanent change in the balance of food logistics in

Britain before 1975.
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Introduction

This thesis explores the role of the transport user in the development of food transport by
rail and road in Britain between 1919 and 1975. Existing accounts of transport history
have focused upon political and demand-side issues; furthermore, the process of moving
goods from supplier to consumer has taken second preference to passenger mobility. The
mobility of things is therefore largely nebulous, only emerging to underpin debates
regarding rail and road competition. Similarly, food history is characterised by the culture
of consumption, experiences of consumerism, the acquisition of luxury products and the
development of in-store processes.1 Consequently, this thesis offers an alternative
perspective that not only describes the process of reducing space and time, but also places
it within the context of the control of dynamic distribution chains and its impact upon
demand-side transport requirements. Furthermore, it provides a significant advance
beyond a simple history of goods transport in modern Britain by incorporating and
contributing to histories of consumption, manufacturing and retail.

The rationale behind choosing food as a focus for studying freight is its human
connection; the need to feed the population has justified the existence of trade and
government agencies to administer and facilitate its supply. With the existing transport
research agenda reflecting upon the why and wherefore of passenger experiences and
cultural interactions, little has been written about the interrelationship between transport
and the changing consumer environment. The perishable nature of some foods also raises
practical challenges for transport organisations, thus permitting an exploration of how
modes of transport adapted to convey specific commodities.

Part of the problem with researching the relationship between food and transport
is that its presence is frequently obscured by the prominence and prestige of the user.
Freight transport is a key case in point, as the structure of Britain’s railways, as well as the
allure of the locomotives and rolling stock, have garnered a plethora of column inches over
the actual process of shifting commodities from A to B. Even this directly contrasts with
road goods transport, which has yet to attract the academic and public interest it deserves.
Yet the latter’s role as successor to the railways in an array of freight flows poses the
question- why was there a transition? More importantly, where does logistics fit within the
narrative of Britain’s consumer society during the mid-twentieth century? This thesis

therefore considers how regulatory and market forces affected transport development.

'S. W. Mintz, ‘The Changing Roles of Food in the Study of Consumption’ in Consumption and the World of
Goods, ed. J. Brewer and R. Porter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 261.
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The author has already indicated that an examination of the literature, exemplified
by accounts by Colin Divall, Peter Scott and, going further back, Gilbert Walker, reveals a
predominant focus upon passenger mobility, management structures and purely legislative
influences.” However, it has also provided inspiration for selecting a case-based approach
to the thesis which provides insight into the operation of goods transport networks through

specific traffic flows and assist the author in addressing the following research questions:

1. How was food traffic moved at a time of profound social and economic change,
and did a transfer of control within Britain’s food supply chain to the retailer
influence the modal shift from rail to road between 1919 and 19757

2. What impact did a trader’s perceptions of service quality and government
legislative intervention have upon food distribution throughout the period, and how

did this affect he relationship between rail and road transport?

In answering these questions, this thesis will make a unique contribution to British
transport historiography by considering the development of road transport within each case
to establish the motivation for change from a demand, rather than supply-side perspective.
Furthermore, case studies of specific traffic flows have been overlooked as a tool for
determining the relationship between traders and transport, and this approach presents an
opportunity to tie both technological and transport management strands together. In the
case of the United States, Shane Hamilton has suggested that the emergence of
independent road haulage was crucial in the development of a mass-consumerist market.’
Consequently, the author agrees with Mark Casson and Mary B. Rose that business
innovation is path-dependant; this assessment places emphasis upon °...the impact of firm-
specific routines on the choice of technology and as such is invaluable in the explanation
of divergent, as opposed to converging business developments’, and appears to contradict

any suggestion that market integration was a predictable economic process.”

2p. Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” Twentieth Century British
History, 13 (2002), pp. 101-120; C. Divall, “Conceiving Distribution in the United Kingdom: The (London
and) North Eastern Railway’s Discursive Response to Road Haulage, 1921-1939” in From Rails to Roads
and Back Again? A Century of Transport Competition and Interdependency, ed. R. Roth and C. Divall
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 91-108.

? S. Hamilton, Trucking Country: The Road to America’s Wal-Mart Economy (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2008), pp. 4-5.

* M. Casson and Mary B. Rose, “Institutions and the Evolution of Modern Business: Introduction” in
Institutions and the Evolution of Modern Business, ed. M. Casson and Mary B. Rose (London: Frank Cass,
1998), p. 2; also: G. Gereffi, J. Humphrey and T. Sturgeon, “The Governance of Global Value Chains,”
Review of International Political Economy, 12 (2005), p. 80.
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The thesis therefore argues that whilst the existence of a national transport network
- the railways - was essential to the development of long-distance, national food
distribution chains in the nineteenth century, its use was periodically marked by trader
input as business developments diverged away from what the railways could provide. This
raises the question of the extent to which the railway companies were receptive to the
market pressures faced by their users, and whether this had any bearing upon the industry’s
longer-term relationship with the trading community. Consequently, the thesis aims to
investigate the reasons for the modal shift from rail to road that took place after the Second
World War from a demand-side perspective, and the extent to which this coincided with
the emergence of the retail chain as a governing enterprise within Britain’s food supply

chain since decontrol of food rationing in the mid-1950s.’

Methodology: supply chain analysis, perspective, chronology

and structure

The case study approach has been informed by the food and transport literature consulted,
and presents an opportunity to explore the relationship between the control exercised by
market stakeholders over the supply chain and the process of distribution. The author
proposes that distribution is taken for granted in histories of consumption and
consumerism; indeed, Victoria de Grazia notes that ‘the evolution of modern systems of
distribution is astonishingly under-studied’.® Each case study thus begins with a supply
chain analysis which provides an analytical tool for charting the structural changes taking
place within food distribution to explain how and why modal shift from rail to road
haulage took place between 1919 and 1975.

Supply, or value chain analysis provides an analytical framework for considering
the linkage between globalisation and the unequal sharing of gains when participating in an
economic activity.” It examines how and where value is added to a commodity throughout
the chain before consumer purchase. However, the approach requires full access to
financial data and close contact with the organisations involved; access constraints posed

by the quality and quantity of surviving data means that a historic analysis of British food

3 J. Burnett, Plenty and Want: A Social History of Diet in England from 1815 to the Present Day, 2nd Edition
(London: Scolar Press, 1979), pp. 337-338.

®V. de Grazia, “Changing Consumption regimes in Europe, 1930-70: Comparative perspectives on the
distribution problem” in S. Strasser, C. McGovern, M. Judt (eds.), Getting and Spending: European and
American Consumer Societies in the 20" Century (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 59.

" R. Kaplinsky, “Globalisation and Unequalisation: What can be Learned from Value Chain Analysis?,” The
Journal of Development Studies, 37 (2000), p. 118; Gereffi, Humphrey and Sturgeon, “The Governance of
Global Value Chains,” pp. 78-104.
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supply chains will demand a considerable modification in scope. The issue was
encountered during the preparation of J. B. Jeffreys’ The Distribution of Consumer Goods,
which details the process in 1938.% No prior means of collecting figures existed, whilst the
first Census of Distribution published that year focused upon the direct relationships
between each of the key stages in a supply chain; indeed, a full survey of the costs of items
such as transport and items such as wastage to determine the motives behind transport
choices, to quote Jeffreys, is an impossibility until the entire ‘universe was known’.’

Whilst Jeffreys proceeded to provide estimates of the cost of distribution for a
variety of consumer goods, the lack of a cost breakdown has rendered the isolation of costs
directly attributable to transport impossible to discern.'’ Indeed, the difficulty in obtaining
data is current in 2016, as traditional accounting methods focus upon product costs rather
than customer costs; the cost of transport to a food manufacturer is aggregated with the
figures for onward distribution.'’ This thesis therefore repurposes the framework to
describe the changes taking place within specific cases of food distribution through the
concept of supply chain governance. The author defines supply chain governance as the
ability of organisations and systems to manage commodity distribution processes.'* The
former may be termed ‘executive governance’, which details how firms can use their
market position to drive change, whilst the latter concerns ‘legislative governance’, defined
as the regulation of the terms of market participation by government and firms."

By charting shifts in supply chain governance within the case studies, the author
examines food transport from the user’s perspective, thus giving a ‘history from below’
that compensates for the fragmentary quantitative data on the subject. The aim is to
highlight that whilst it is possible to argue that Britain’s railways and road hauliers faced
financial, organisational and regulatory challenges throughout the period, the trader’s
demand for reliable, flexible and affordable transport remained constant. As will be seen,
the steady growth of road haulage in the late 1950s continued despite the low level, as a
percentage of Gross Domestic Product, of British government investment in road
infrastructure in comparison to other European nations cited by Scott, with 151,900

additional private lorries operating in 1959 compared to 1956."*

$J.B. Jefferys, M. Maccoll and G. L. Levett, The Distribution of Consumer Goods: A Factual Study of
Methods and Costs in the United Kingdom in 1938 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1950), p. vii.

9 Jefferys et al., The Distribution of Consumer Goods, p. 5.

10 Jefferys et al., The Distribution of Consumer Goods, p. 88.

"' M. Christopher, Logistics and Supply Chain Management, Fifth Edition (Harlow: Pearson, 2016), p. 69.

' Christopher, Logistics and Supply Chain Management, p. 3.

' Kaplinsky, “Globalisation and Unequalisation,” p. 124.

'* P. Scott, “Public Sector Investment and Britain’s Post-war Economic Performance: A Case Study of Roads
Policy,” Journal of European Economic History, 34 (2005), pp. 412-413; figure calculated from data in
Appendix 2.5.
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The thesis also marks a departure from earlier histories of transport as the author
considers that the reason for the decline of goods transport by rail is more complex than the
‘what the traffic will bear’ argument about price competition; indeed, the ascendancy of
road haulage was in part the result of large enterprises making commercial decisions to
vertically integrate transport in the interests of establishing competitive advantage against
their rivals, and was not just a result of ‘cherry picking’ on the part of the private road
haulier."® Indeed, as discussed in chapter 2, the railways possessed tools to compete with
road haulage in the guise of ‘exceptional’ and ‘agreed’ charges.

The scope and chronology of the thesis also deserves comment. Although a more
in-depth comparison and discussion of transport investment and operations relative to other
European nations would be useful in placing Britain’s transition from rail to road transport
within an international context, the author believes that the potential scale of the task
makes it suitable for a future collaborative research project. Equally, the global links of
Britain’s food supply chain have been confined to the port where imported foods are
received by the nation’s inland transport networks. Only passing reference will be made to
canals, as their role in food conveyance was much-diminished during the twentieth
century.'® Whilst the regulations governing the provision of freight transport has received
previous analysis, rail is favoured over road.'” This has been partially dictated by
difficulties in obtaining records pertaining to the transport of goods by road, and a
predilection towards the social and economic implications of personal and public
transport.'® The chronology of the thesis has been selected to reflect the expansion of road
distribution since the First World War, and permits an account of rail transport that
encompasses the ‘grouping’ of Britain’s railways in 1921 and the cessation of their post-
Beeching contraction in 1975.

A key pitfall is the variable quality and quantity of evidence for each case study
across the period; whilst there is rich archival material for the inter-war and immediate

post-war years, statistical evidence is comparatively thin as commercial sensitivities are

'* Divall, “Conceiving Distribution in the United Kingdom,” pp. 102-103; P. Scott, “British Railways and the
Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” Twentieth Century British History, 13 (2002), p. 110;
Christopher, Logistics and Supply Chain Management, p. 4, p. 10; M. Porter, The Competitive Advantage of
Nations (London: Macmillan, 1990), pp. 241-242.

1op, Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, 1770-1985, 2nd Edition (London: Routledge, 1988), pp. 151-156.

" Walker, Road and Rail, Brig.-General Sir H. O. Mance, The Road and Rail Transport Problem (London:
Pitman, 1941); T. R. Gourvish, British Railways 1948-1973: A Business History (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986); M. R. Bonavia, The Nationalisation of British Transport: The Early History of the
British Transport Commission (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987); R. Edwards, “Shaping British Freight
Transport in the Interwar Period: Failure of Foresight or Administration, 1919-19347” in From Rails to
Roads and Back Again? A Century of Transport Competition and Interdependency, ed. R. Roth and C. Divall
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 77-90.

'8 P. Norton, Preface in Mobility in History: Reviews and Reflections, T2M Yearbook 2012, ed. P. Norton, G.
Mom, L. Millward and M. Flonneau (Neuchatel: Editions Alphil-Presses universitaires suisses, 2011), p. 7.
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more likely to affect access to post-1960 material. However, whilst the period 1930-1950
represents an era of development, the late 1950s and 1960s encompassed the transition to,
and subsequent normalisation of, post-war concepts such as self-service and the resurgence
of road haulage in the debate on the best mode of transport for long-distance food
distribution in Britain.'"” A case study approach therefore ensures that each chapter is
themed by commodity, whilst the use of a broadly chronological structure within each
permits the overlaying of these elements to identify the timing of demand-side changes and
how they influenced the transport of specific food products.

The thesis begins with a contextual chapter providing an overview of our
understanding of freight transport in Britain that focuses upon the effect of government
regulation. Consequently, the notion of transport coordination is encountered; the author
defines the first as the voluntary combination of more than one mode of transport in a
transport mission regardless of ownership, with each mode employed in the task to which
they are most suited.”’ Following the contextual chapter are three commodity-based case
studies. Their selection stems from the fact that the National Railway Museum (NRM),
which has part-sponsored this thesis, has a strong collection of goods vehicles on display
relating to milk, livestock and meat, and confectionery distribution. A fourth case study
will analyse the role of transport within the food retail sector. This approach has been
adopted to provide an effective means of concentrating research within a well-defined
framework. Furthermore, the approach lends itself to the synthesis of commodity
biographies that trace the progress of goods through the supply chain, thereby ascertaining
how different food trades interacted with transport.

Each case study presents an opportunity to appraise the overall performance of
rail and road in conveying these traffics between 1919 and 1975. The first case study
focuses upon milk; a commodity sold to the consumer in its ‘fresh’ state, notwithstanding
pasteurisation and other treatments, and occupies a prominent place within the national diet
as an essential, everyday food staple that was prone to spoilage. The study of milk
distribution presents an opportunity for determining how rail and road transport providers
responded to the challenge of conveying a perishable product over long distances, whilst
analysis into the shifting supply chain governance between producer and wholesaler will

reveal how the agenda for rail and road competition was being set throughout the period.

' K. Humphery, Shelf-life: Supermarkets and the Changing Cultures of Consumption (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998), Shelf-Life, p. 32.

Y M. J. Roberts, “Transport Coordination and Distribution Efficiency: Pricing Norms and Profit Potential,”
Journal of Transport Economics and Policy, 111 (1969), p. 165.
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The second tackles the complex supply networks associated with the distribution
of fresh meat, and considers how the interplay between domestic and import markets
determined approaches to transport. The case study thus identifies three distinct flows
associated with the fresh meat trade; namely the supply of cattle for fattening prior to
slaughter and the transport of home-killed and imported meat. The question of governance
over the supply chain is raised through an analysis of the actions of a fragmentary domestic
livestock industry, government intervention in the market throughout the 1930s and 1940s,
and rising retailer influence within the trade from the mid-1950s. These factors provide
the context for the state of distribution in the industry, underpinning the developments in
rail and road transport technology associated with the conveyance of this commodity.

The third case study considers the food manufacturer’s relationship with transport
through an examination of confectionery distribution. The reasons for choosing
confectionery as a case study are two-fold; it encompasses luxury products with growing
mass consumer appeal, and it represents an industry which had established close control
over its marketing and branding activities by 1919, the importance of which provides a
basis for examining management attitudes towards transport as a means of effecting
nationwide distribution. Consequently, the chapter analyses a supply chain that was
initially governed by the manufacturer, and explores how this affected rail and road
transport before the retail sector grew in influence during the post-war period. Finally, the
study focuses upon the transport arrangements of Rowntree of York, which has seen little
previous research despite its status as a nationally-recognised brand.

The final case study considers how the transformation of retail from counter to
self-service in the mid-twentieth century influenced the sector’s transport requirements and
its wider supply chain. The retailer’s position at the end of a complex supply chain meant
that transport was initially used as a means of service-based competition as manufacturer-
imposed Resale Price Maintenance (RPM) on branded goods had limited scope for price
competition. However, the thesis hypothesises that the post-war shift to self-service
caused a shift in the status-quo, and by studying the transport arrangements of retail
organisations including the Co-operative movement and Marks & Spencer, the chapter
hypothesises that a combination of the retailer’s interface with the consumer and wider
improvements in distribution technology and infrastructure empowered large regional and

national retail chains to determine the nature of transport throughout the supply chain.
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Chapter 1 - Historiography, sources and themes

1.1 Food overview

The research agenda set by this thesis has emerged from the fact that the relationship
between food and transport is under-represented within the existing historiography of
twentieth century Britain. Furthermore, the supply chain as a device for engineering a
holistic approach towards food distribution has itself seen little use, despite historical
geographers such as Elaine Hartwick and food historians such as Hans Teuteberg extolling
the virtues of adopting such an approach in the past two decades.”' Hartwick implies that
whilst research undertaken by sociologists examines broad material-cultural implications,
the existing literature ‘overemphasizes the cultural mechanisms of buying’.22
Consequently, the literature on consumption represented by John Benson and Laura
Ugolini reflect upon themes such as status, gender and the satisfaction of ambitions in
explaining changes in demand.”

The sociological approach to distribution history thus risks overlooking basic
factors such as technology, geography and economy; concepts which are referenced by
Peter Atkins and Ian Bowler.” This is equally true of business histories about specific food
firms, as Charles Wilson’s history of Unilever and Smith, Child and Rowlinson’s
examination of Cadbury’s lack a full appreciation of the importance of moving
commodities between producer and consumer.”” The omission of a supply-chain approach
to the history of food distribution in Britain belies the interrelationship between different
stages of the food-chain such as food processing, manufacturing, retail and tralnsport.26
Furthermore, whilst the extremes of food supply such as agriculture and retail have

enjoyed much academic attention in accounts by Edith Whetham, John Martin and Kim
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B7. Benson, The Rise of the Consumer Society in Britain, 1880-1980 (Harlow: Longman, 1994);
Introduction in Cultures of Selling, ed. J. Benson and L. Ugolini (Aldershot: Ashgate, 20006), p. 4; S. Zukin
and J. S. Maguire, “Consumers and Consumption,” Annual Review of Sociology, 30 (2004), p. 175.
*P. Atkins and 1. Bowler, Food in Society: Economy, Culture, Geography (London: Hodder Arnold, 2007),
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European Food History, ed. H. J. Teuteberg (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1992), p. 20.
» C. Smith, J. Child and M. Rowlinson, Reshaping Work: The Cadburys Experience (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990); C. Wilson, Unilever 1945 — 1965: Challenge and Response in the Post-War
Industrial Revolution (London: Cassell, 1968).
*® Introduction in European Food History, ed. H. J. Teuteberg (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1992),
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Humphery, they generally provide an overview of the structures of the industries in
question, and are therefore considered in isolation from broader contexts.”’ However, the
study of specific economic activities in the context of supply and demand permits the
exploration of long-term changes within participating organisations, and how these

influenced the character of food transport in Britain.

Food literature: From agriculture to retailing

Paul Brassley asserts that the historiography of British agriculture before and during the
period covered by this thesis suffers from chronological discontinuity, making an
assessment of the long-term issues facing the industry difficult.®® This discontinuity can be
attributed to the fact that the literature records the organisation and operation of British
agriculture during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, whilst post-Second World
War agriculture is poorly represented.”” Furthermore, agrarian historians largely fail to
consider the impact of agriculture ‘beyond the farm gate’, leaving the task of exploring
wider market connections to economic historians such as Derek Aldcroft.*

Although an analysis of the producer offers useful socio-economic insights into
agricultural aptitude and the health and wealth of nations, the technological and
organisational processes developed in response to changing downstream demands remain
unexplained. Subsequent stages such as the manufacturing and processing sectors drove
and responded to demand through investment in advertising, technology and product
innovation; all are characteristic of endogenous growth, whereby economic growth is
generated through structural changes within 0rganisati0ns.3 ! Whilst this is useful for
explaining the mechanism for the development of markets, the coverage of food

manufacturing and processing within the historiography is perfunctory, despite the

*"E. Whetham, The Agrarian History of England & Wales Vol. VIII, 1914-1939, ed. J. Thirsk (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1978); J. Martin, The Development of Modern Agriculture: The Development of
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Changing Cultures of Consumption (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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History Review, 1 (2000): p. 60.

* For example, R. Perren, Agriculture in Depression, 1870-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995); see also E. Whetham, “The Agriculture Act, 1920 and its Repeal — the ‘Great Betrayal’,” Agricultural
History Review, 22 (1974), pp. 36-49 and Whetham, The Agrarian History of England & Wales Vol. VIII, pp.
139-141; See B. A. Holderness, British Agriculture since 1945 (Manchester: University of Manchester, 1985)
and Martin, The Development of Modern Agriculture.

*D. Aldcroft, The British Economy Between the Wars (Oxford: Philip Allan, 1983). See also A. J.
Youngson, Britain’s Economic Growth, 1920-1966, 2nd Edition (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1968);
Introduction in Exploring the Food Chain: Food Production and Food Processing in Western Europe, 1850-
1990, ed. Y. Segers, J. Bieleman and E. Buyst (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), p. 13; P. Maunder, ‘“Food
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consensus established amongst food academics including Hans Teuteberg and Gabriella
Petrick about the need to examine the intermediate stages of food supply and distribution
between producer and consumer.*” In this regard, several factors can be identified which
provide an explanation for the current state of the field.

Firstly, Brassley suggests that food is a complex commodity because of the
multiple paths it takes between production and consumption, and the intermediate stages of
the supply chain, as detailed above, are not always clearly defined within the literature.”
However, food processing is defined by Atkins and Bowler as ‘the manipulation of
agricultural raw materials into food products which retain many of the characteristics of
the original materials’, whilst food manufacturing is ‘the transformation of agricultural raw
materials into food products that have lost many of [their original] characteristics’.**
Previous practice has been to bundle both together; Bertie Mandelblatt implies that the
rising prominence of Britain’s retail sector since 1954 has ensured that the activities of
businesses engaged in upstream, or non-consumer-facing activities within the supply chain,
are hidden.”” Put differently, the retail sector’s engagement with the needs of the consumer
means that it is easy to assume that it is the sole agent within the food chain. The notion of
the supply chain again highlights that the retailer is part of a wider system that
encompasses technological and distributive innovations undertaken by food processors and
wholesalers at different points in time.

However, interest in the food habits of the pre-industrial age means the researcher
relies upon the output of business historians to obtain any sense of the development of food
manufacturing during the mid-twentieth century.”® An analysis of the ‘intermediate’ food
industry in its broadest sense is complicated by the fact that existing research is fragmented
across a vast array of academic disciplines and time periods.”’ The literature promoting the
concept of value, or supply chain analysis by Raphael Kaplinsky, Gary Gereffi, Martin
Christopher and others provides a useful means of identifying the value added to a

commodity during production and sale as well as the variety of inputs, and has hitherto

32 Teuteberg, Introduction, p. 7; G. M. Petrick, “Industrial Food,” in The Oxford Handbook of Food History,
ed. J. Pilcher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 258.
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been used as a tool to describe the inequalities caused by globalisation in developing
economies.”® However, in the case of developed economies, supply chain analysis is
better-suited to continuous analysis; indeed, the requirement for long-term quantitative
data renders it incompatible for the study of historical supply chains in unmodified form.>

Consequently, there is a need to adapt supply chain analysis to suit the available
material, specifically to chart the principal stimuli provided by competition and changes in
how the chain was managed, which in turn spawned marketing and product innovation that
added value for consumers and obtained advantage over rival firms.* However, James
Johnston’s history of food canning in interwar Britain is indicative of the tendency to lean
towards an inevitable pattern of progression, in which the evolution of industrial and
technological processes were merely sidelights to the overall development of business
administration.*' In contrast, historians of consumption including Leslie Gofton and Shane
Hamilton have considered advances in processing and manufacturing as primarily a
reflection of changes in consumer demand, which included the extension of shelf-life and
the deskilling of staple food preparation, as the adoption of canning, refrigeration and
freezing technology exemplified.” However, none of these examples consider the
ramifications for the manufacturer’s demand for transport.

The final stage observed within the literature on Britain’s food supply chain relates
to the means of distributing the products to the consumer. The retail sector has been the
focus of much research in the past two decades, as evidenced by accounts by Roger Scola,
Gareth Shaw and Kim Humphery, which has demonstrated that the period 1850-1960

encompasses a profound change as a result of developments in the industrial economy,

¥ R. Kaplinsky, “Globalisation and Unequalisation: What can be Learned from Value Chain Analysis?,” The
Journal of Development Studies, 37 (2000), p. 117-146; G. Gereffi, J. Humphrey and T. Sturgeon, “The
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social strata and urban expansion.”’ Suburbanisation and rising consumer income
throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries precipitated a gradual
proliferation of fixed-location co-operatives, independent and multiple retailers, latterly
supplemented by mobile shops, which combined to displace specialist producer-retailers
and central markets as the principal customer interfaces.**

In the latter respect, several factors influenced the character of food retailing which
included the variety of products demanded by consumers and the affordability of food in
relation to consumer income, with both potentially increasing the complexity of transport
operations. Equally, food stocked by retailers reflected changing social norms, with
Atkins, Bowler and Peter Scott noting the increasing number of women entering the
workplace.”” Rising female employment after the Second World War reduced the time
available to prepare food for the family, fostering demand for greater convenience, both
intrinsically within the food product itself and in reducing the frequency of acquisition.*®
Furthermore, John Burnett notes that post-war developments in food retail such as self-
service required the pre-packaging of products, whilst the consumer’s demand for
convenience necessitated pre-preparation, all of which had implications for product range,
hygiene, availability and transport.*’

The proliferation and diversification of regional ‘multiple’ stores during the 1930s
were a response to shifts in the macro-economy, and also coincided with an increasing
interest in achieving financial and organisational economies in distribution, a process
which was accelerated during the Second World War. 8 However, whilst the inter-war
years might be construed as preparation for ‘Americanised’ mass retailing as suggested by
Victoria de Grazia, Shaw and Curth imply that the process was more nuanced as rationing
and resale price maintenance (RPM) administered by manufacturers restricted the ability of

retail chains to pass cost reductions on to the customer, thus retarding the sector’s
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modernisation before the mid-1950s." These developments neatly exemplify the
interdependence of the food supply chain in satisfying consumer demand, yet also raises
the issue of the importance of shifting supply chain governance in driving change within a
given commodity market.

In this respect, the rising influence of the retailer as supply chain innovator and
agenda-setter in Britain after the decontrol of food rationing in 1954 is noted by Humphery
and John Pickering, and both assert that the undermining of RPM was a key factor in
shifting governance towards the retail sector.”® Roy Church highlights the increasing
negotiating power of the retailer, which laid the groundwork for food range expansion
through centralised bulk-buying and aggressive marketing strategies to expand market
share, culminating with the emergence of the supermarket concept in Britain during the
1950s and 1960s.”’ However, whilst the literature has suggested that the retail sector
anticipated and drove consumer demand, little reference has been given to the role of
transport in supporting the transition from counter to self-service, whilst the retailer’s role

in the development of food logistics remains unclear.”

1.2 Transport overview

The historiography relating to freight transport in Britain, though less fragmentary than
that concerning food, appears to have reached a peak in academic interest at the
millennium. The transport genre is currently dominated by the ‘mobility turn’ championed
by Transport, Traffic and Mobility (T2M), which set a new agenda for broadening the
historiography of passenger and public transport to encompass, amongst other things,
histories of experiences, the motivations behind consuming transport, and its cultural
significance.” Where there has been research into goods transport, it has displayed a
tendency to focus upon the effect of legislative process and rail-road competition from a
top-down, supply-side perspective. Consequently, accounts concerning the practice and

development of commodity-specific transport operations are notable by their absence.
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also J. F. Pickering, Resale Price Maintenance in Practice (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1966), pp.
115-116.

° Humphery, Shelf-Life, p. 32; Pickering, Resale Price Maintenance in Practice, p. 117.

> Church, “New Perspectives in the History of Products,” p. 408, p. 426.

> Humphery, Shelf-Life, p. 25.

>3 See P. Norton, Preface in Mobility in History: Reviews and Reflections, T2M Yearbook 2012, ed. P.
Norton, G. Mom, L. Millward and M. Flonneau (Neuchatel: Editions Alphil-Presses universitaires suisses,
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The potential for research into transport’s role in Britain’s food supply has already
been described, as it intertwines between the various stages of the supply chain, making it
sensitive to wider economic changes. The subject of rail and road competition for freight
in Britain between 1919 and 1975 is a prime example of the dynamic nature of transport’s
response to the needs of users, yet comparatively little research has been directed towards
goods transport as a whole, which in the case of Britain’s railways accounted for 53 and 67
per cent of gross traffic receipts in 1919 and 1959 respectively.”® This is not necessarily a
symptom of historiographical neglect; it can be assumed that the aforementioned
preference for passenger transport demonstrated within both popular and academic
histories by Tanya Jackson, Simon Bradley, Terence Gourvish and others is partly due to
the enduring popularity of the subject matter as being directly relevant to the current
travelling public.”

The focus upon the passenger thus leaves the way open for renewed research into
goods transport; this thesis will therefore combine the historiography of food with that of
freight transport to develop a picture of the evolution and practice of food distribution in
Britain throughout the period. It will not only present an opportunity to demonstrate how
food commodities can provide insights into the common issues of distribution in terms of
transport cost, speed, technology and flexibility, but also places the transport provider’s
supply of freight services within a fundamentally important working context. The
following brief review of the literature establishes the general state of the field before
establishing the reason why a commodity-based case-study approach that analyses the link

between transport supply and demand in the movement of goods has been adopted.

Transport literature: Finding an approach

Rail and road transport have been the main foci for study over successive decades,
although in the case of Britain, the latter has experienced comparatively little study.
Academic research into road transport history includes overviews of the sector such as
Theo Barker and Dorian Gerhold’s The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, and popular

histories include Barker’s account of haulier John Jempson & Son, which again
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predominantly focuses upon the development of the transport enterprise.”® A more recent
account which addresses the modernisation of the British road network is Peter Merriman’s
Driving Spaces, which establishes the relationship between road construction, the regions
served and the culture of the motorway.”’ Furthermore, Peter Scott has explored the effect
of the government’s post-war macro-economic policy upon new road construction between
1920 and 1960, and highlights a disparity between investment levels in Britain and in
Europe.58 However, the treatment of this mode of transport remains patchy, a situation that
might be partly attributed to the surviving archival material, although a more likely reason
is the enduring popularity of railway history, which has traditionally been the preserve of
the dedicated enthusiast examining, in sometimes minute detail, the mode’s nuances.>’
Scott’s influential article on road and rail competition bridges the gap between
both modes of transport, arguing that the regulatory framework in which Britain’s railways
operated restricted their ability to compete with road haulage.”® Studies of Britain’s
railways include Terence Gourvish’s British Railways, 1948-73, which reveals the
relationship between a nationalised enterprise and government whilst John Quail’s analysis
of business accounting within British Railways.®’ The common theme is the political and
executive management of the railway network, with a particular emphasis upon ‘what went
wrong’ after nationalisation in 1948. Whilst Mark Casson’s analysis of Britain’s Victorian
railway network has considered the broader economic factors in its development, accounts
of the twentieth century railway industry focus heavily upon passenger transport,
technology, politics and management.®” Ralf Roth and Colin Divall’s edited volume From
Rail to Road and Back Again? demonstrates that there have been few advances into the
field of freight transport beyond an analysis of the effects of competition and regulation.®®

A plethora of popular histories have focused upon the railways. Whilst they may

cover a broad range of topics including the conveyance of goods, such as Simon Bradley’s
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The Railways: Nation, Network and People, which considers the socio-economic and
technological development of Britain’s railways, they incorporate much of the when and
how, but tend to skim over the Why.64 The need to establish a context for transport
organisation and operation in Britain thus presents a historiographical problem for this
thesis to address. Put simply, there is room within the existing historiography for an
account that considers the purpose of transport within the economy, and acknowledges that
the business of logistics cannot, and does not, operate in a vacuum. Furthermore, this
approach to the goods transport problem has been made elsewhere in Europe, having been
inspired by the work of Richard Vahrenkamp in his account of Germany’s inland freight
networks, The Logistics Revolution.”®

Vahrenkamp considers the complex linkage between transport and the growth of
mass consumption between 1880 and 2012 by using the German retail sector to combine
the evolution of supply chain management with rising consumer affluence and demand for
a variety of consumer goods.®® Vahrenkamp argues that mass consumerism was an
effective stimulus for change within the transport industry, which made a transition from
an internalised ‘auxiliary function ...to an independent [external] factor of production’
during the mid-twentieth century as business enterprises gradually outsourced their
logistical requirements and concentrated on core operaltions.67 The example of Germany
illustrates that cost, flexibility and the management of distribution drove supply chain
innovation, which in turn relied upon stability in external factors including politics and
wider society.”® Vaherenkamp’s approach also raises the broader issue of shifting supply
chain governance over time, which presents a convenient method for explaining the

changes in distribution.

1.3 Sources

Initial scoping exercises indicated that the available primary source material is diverse in
quality and quantity, and ranges from administrative records and government legislation to
statistics. However, the quality of available goods transport records has hindered scrutiny,

as unsystematic data collection has meant that individual commodities were only
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%7 Vahrenkamp, The Logistics Revolution, p. 255.

% Vahrenkamp, The Logistics Revolution, p. 45.
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selectively recorded.”’ The railways are an important case in point, as mineral and
livestock traffic are clear, yet sundry items such as food was aggregated as ‘merchandise’
to frustrate detailed analysis.”’ Road transport has fared worse, as there was no statutory
requirement for individual goods haulage firms to retain records of loadings and distances
travelled for more than six months until 1939.”' Road data thus depends upon the survival
of records kept by individual businesses, thus hindering comparisons between road or rail
at national level.”

This thesis is therefore concerned with providing an empirical analysis of
surviving written archival material. Records held at the NRM include railway company
magazines, which provide an important source of information about food or any other
aspect of rail transport.73 Championed by Michael Heller, company magazines are an
essential resource for acquiring a managerial perspective of the economic, political and
social issues affecting the company.’* Railway company magazines therefore illustrate a
top-down management perspective of the services rendered to traders, justifications for the
approaches adopted, and how the various railway companies imagined their role within the
supply chain.

Other publications such as The Railway Magazine and Modern Transport provide
commentary upon the transport successes and failures to improve services and adopt new
technologies to attract and retain customers.” Similarly, material held at The National
Archives (TNA) include railway company memoranda and marketing ephemera, and
provides a strategic perspective of freight transport that highlights where food fitted within
the overall business. Similarly, technological developments undertaken by the railways
before and after nationalisation in 1948 can provide a crude indicator of where the traffic
generated by Britain’s food industries fitted within its priorities. Finally, these documents
provide an invaluable resource for ascertaining the effort expended in meeting road
competition for existing traffic flows.

The Commercial Motor provides a broad, if sometimes bellicose account of rail and

road competition, and its analysis of the effects of government legislation upon the road

% Walker, Road and Rail, p. 15.

" For example, British Transport Commission (BTC), Transport Statistics (London: BTC, 1948-1954).

"I Barker and Gerhold, The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, p. 1.

> As exemplified in: Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage,” pp. 138-155.

® Great Western Railway Magazine (London: Great Western Railway, 1920-1947); LMS Railway Magazine
(London: London, midland and Scottish Railway, 1923-1939); London and North Eastern Railway Magazine
Vols. 17-37 (London: London and North Eastern Railway, 1927-1947); Southern Railway Magazine
(London: Southern Railway, 1923-1947); British Railways Magazine (London: British Transport
Commission, 1949-1963).

" M. Heller, “Company Magazines: An Overview, 1880-1940,” Management and Organizational History, 3
(2008), pp. 179-196.

s Railways Act, 1921, 11 & 12 Geo. 5, c. 55; The Transport Act, 1947, 10 & 11 Geo. 6, c. 49; The Railway
Magazine, Vols. 49-122 (1920-1975); Modern Transport, Vols. 2-100 (1920-1968).
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haulage sector provides a counterpoint to the narrative portrayed within railway company
magazines.”® The publication’s comprehensive coverage of the environment in which road
haulage operated permits reflection upon the role of the user in driving technological
development and organisational innovation in road haulage. Therefore, accounts of road
haulage used by specific food traders and suppliers makes The Commercial Motor a
valuable resource for ascertaining the circumstances surrounding any modal shift to the
lorry.

Supplementing the exploration of the transport sector’s role in food distribution are
publications and archival material produced by the food industries themselves. This thesis
uses the archives of firms such as United Dairies, Rowntree and retailers such as Marks &
Spencer and the Co-operative to review their use of transport and how it was developed
over time according to the needs of each firm. However, this material provides only a
small sample of a potentially richer archive, as board reports have sometimes remained out
of reach of the author because of ongoing commercial sensitivities. Corporate archives are
therefore augmented by pamphlets, company magazines and trade press, which all provide
insight into the priorities of the firm when organising rail and road transport.”’

Archival material pertaining to producers of raw food products is limited because
of the fragmentation of the domestic agricultural industry. However, the relationship
between farmer and transport is ascertained through material held at the Museum of
English Rural Life (MERL), Reading, which includes the National Farmers’ Union’s
(NFU) minutes and reports.”® Documents held at TNA on behalf of the Ministry of
Agriculture, Food and Fisheries and the now-defunct agricultural marketing boards provide
a further source of information for specific commodities.” The Milk Marketing Board’s
(MMB) transport files can be readily accessed, although are ‘not on public record’ and
hence subject to strict copyright restrictions. Restrictions notwithstanding, they highlight
the impact of geography, politics and transport cost, thus indicating both practical and
administrative reasons for a producing industry’s modal shift to road haulage.

Transport and food-specific material is supplemented by documents produced by
the government about the status of Britain’s food supply throughout the period. Various

Parliamentary inquiries into aspects of food distribution have considered the effect of

" The Commercial Motor, Vols. 30-141 (1920-1975).

" For example: The Grocer and Oil Trade Review, Vols. CXVII-CLXI (1920-1942); P. W. Royle, Transport
in the Cooperative Movement and the Organisation of a Cooperative Society’s Transport Department
(Manchester: Cooperative Union Ltd., 1921).

® Museum of English Rural Life (MERL): SR NFU/ADI, National Farmers’ Union Cyclos Vols. I-LXXVI
(1920-1942).

" The JV series of files at The National Archives comprises the records of the Milk Marketing Board, which
was established in 1933.
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transport upon the cost of living, a factor prevalent in reports analysing the forces
influencing the retail price of domestic food products.*” These reports demonstrate the
government’s general interest in Britain’s food supply, and describe moves to regulate
distribution and achieve cost-efficiency through economies of scale during the inter-war
period. Equally, consideration of government policy in relation to foreign trade provides
another perspective in terms of the role of transport in competition between the domestic

producer and importers.

1.4 Themes

Whilst the period 1919 to 1975 witnessed the widespread transition from rail and horse-
based goods distribution to road haulage, an exploration of the reasons behind this change
is essential. The themes emerging from the literature provide important anchor points for
analysing the changing relationship between food distribution and transport, which include
the geography of supply and demand, transport competition, cost in relation to service and
the governance of Britain’s food supply chain. Similarly, they will reveal how a post-war
shift from goods supply to supply chain management produced a seismic shift in the
character of distribution through a fundamental restructuring of logistics based upon cost,

economy of scale and speed that was in part underpinned by road network development.81

Geography

The food trade is influenced by the geography of supply and demand, which determines
the mode of transport used and governs the complexity of the distribution operation.
Although the cases examined within this thesis are varied, they all display an urban focus.
The London market is particularly prominent in the milk and meat trades, with firms
established in the regions to specifically meet the capital’s demand for these products. The
location of supply has also proved to be an important determinant for transport, with long-
distance, bulk flows of food from port or country milk depot initially favouring rail, whilst
the crowded urban environment provided a more complex logistical challenge that
favoured a more flexible form of transport. In contrast, Rowntree’s distribution operation

explores the challenge of dispatching goods nationwide from a specific location, and the

% For example, Ministry of Agriculture, Departmental Committee on Distribution and Prices of Agricultural
Produce: Final Report, Cmd. 2008 (1924).

SR, Clough, “Retail Change: A consideration of the UK food retail industry, 1950-2010,” (PhD thesis,
Middlesex University, 2002), p. 119; Humphery, Shelf-Life, pp. 72-75.
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extent to which rail and road transport suppliers attempted to meet the manufacturer’s
requirements. The geographical spread of the retail sector throughout Britain meant that
route inflexibility and high rates at shorter distances had placed the railways at a
disadvantage, ensuring that a close relationship with road-based transport was established
at an early stage.® Consequently, the concept of local, service-based competition between
retailers is also explored, as home delivery encompassed goods conveyance over shorter
distances. Finally, the thesis will consider the extent to which the long-term use of road
transport had provided foundations for the widespread adoption of lorry-based distribution

after the Second World War.

Competition and regulation

The theme of competition combines transport regulation and operation, which provides a
background to the individual cases under review. An influential article focusing upon the
inter-war competition between rail and road for high-value merchandise traffic is provided
by Scott, who asserts that regulatory forces retarded Britain’s railway industry when
competing with road haulage.*> The consequence was railway ‘innovation’ through
lobbying for the regulation of road transport and the improvement of services through the
introduction of containerisation.** The potential race to the bottom posed by the rail and
road competition for traffic gave rise to demands for greater transport coordination, already
defined as the allocation of traffic to the mode best suited to the characteristics and
circumstances of a particular commodity, to provide stability whilst achieving the daily
supply and distribution of goods efficiently and chealply.85

The result was the statutory amalgamation of over 100 railway companies in 1923
and the passing of the Road and Rail Transport Act in 1933 to regulate road transport as a
prelude to encouraging greater collaboration with rail. Government control during the
Second World War facilitated transport rationalisation, as R. J. Hammond’s multi-volume
account of the administration of Britain’s wartime food supply highlights.*® The
nationalisation of the railways and long-distance road haulage from 1948, succinctly

covered by Michael Bonavia in The Nationalisation of British Transport, permits an

%2 For example, see T. Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain: The First Forty Years (Aldershot: Ashgate
Publishing, 2001), p. 143.

%3 Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” pp. 101-120.

% Divall, “Conceiving Distribution in the United Kingdom,” p. 92.

5 G. Crompton, “Good Business for the Nation: The Railway Nationalisation Issue, 1921-1947.” The
Journal of Transport History, 3rd series, 20 (1999), p. 141; T. Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain:
The First Forty Years (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), p. 171.

% R. J. Hammond, History of the Second World War- Food Vols. I-III (London: HMSO, 1951-1962).
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analysis of the extent to which government policy might have affected the speed at which
the modal shift from rail to road took place.87

The traders using transport were also subject to regulation, which often reflected
the state of competition, supply and demand for the product under review. This is
exemplified by the issue of free trade, a key concern for successive British governments
between 1919 and 1939 whilst pursuing consumer benefit and markets for domestically
manufactured goods, yet falling world food prices and a depressed domestic agricultural
industry prompted a series of debates on whether tariffs should be applied to imported
produce.®® A corollary of the debate was whether transport helped or hindered traders
throughout the 1920s; this intensified as subsequent measures to improve the resilience of
British agriculture included the establishment of produce marketing boards to protect the
domestic industry. The issue of supply chain governance and its effect upon commodity
transport is raised again; this thesis therefore hypothesises that the producer’s ability to
drive change depended upon the ability to negotiate as a unified collective.*

The thesis also touches upon food hygiene regulation, which has been the subject of
research by Michael French and Jim Phillips, and its effect upon the development of
technology for the carriage of food products.” The theme of regulation is also associated
with the process of industrial concentration into fewer and larger oligopolies capable of
governing the entire supply chain, with the government intervening to control the market in
wartime or to remove hindrances to effective competition as a result of trader pressure.
Consequently, trader competition and regulation combined with demand for lower cost and
better service to produce a hypothesis that shifting governance within Britain’s food supply

chain was a key influence in the trader’s choice of transport and its organisation.
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Cost and service

The themes of transport cost and service from the perspective of the provider have been
considered in detail by Scott, Divall and others.”! The difficulty in obtaining specific data
regarding actual costs means that the empirical evidence used within this thesis
predominantly features trader correspondence rather than specific price data. However, the
debates surrounding transport cost, speed, service and flexibility from a demand-side
perspective would permit an assessment of the strength, complexity and success of the
relationships forged between trader and transport. Consequently, it is necessary to assume
that cost control was a crucial factor for traders maintaining market position against
competitors, and the pursuit of ‘value for money’ was reflected in their approaches to
transport organisation.

The railway strikes that took place in 1919, 1926 and 1955, as well as the Second
World War are therefore important cases for analysis, as they reveal trader perceptions of
service provision under exceptional circumstances. It is possible to view subsequent
experimentation and adoption of road transport through the lens of reliability and
convenience, the latter incorporating operational aspects such as the cost to individual
concerns for purchasing the expensive and heavy packaging normally associated with rail
transit. The user’s perception of the quality of service received for the charges paid is
particularly obvious in the rail distribution of agricultural commodities, becoming regular
points of dispute for the National Farmers’ Union and the Milk Marketing Board (MMB).

Similarly, the risk and inconvenience of product spoilage during rail transit gave
traders cause for concern, although this problem was also inherent in road distribution.
This aspect of service quality paves the way for considering how rail and road transport
addressed their shortcomings, particularly when investment available for the construction
of specialist vehicles depended upon prevailing market conditions within the food sector.
Therefore, an analysis of the services provided by Britain’s railways and road hauliers will
determine how both responded to shifts in supply chain governance between 1919 and
1975. However, before placing these cornerstones of distribution within specific cases, the
next chapter will contextualise food logistics through a supply-side account of the

development of goods transport throughout the period.

' See P. Scott, “The Growth of Road Haulage, 1921-1958: An Estimate,” Journal of Transport History, 19
(1998) and “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” pp. 101-120; Divall
“Conceiving Distribution in the United Kingdom,” pp. 92-93.
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Chapter 2 - Goods by rail and road, 1919-1975

2.1 Introduction

The introduction has indicated that the historiography of inland goods transport can be
developed further. The ‘mobility turn’ has produced a nuanced historiography for
passenger transport and public engagement with transport, yet the mobility of things, rather
than people, has been overlooked.”” Whilst there are notable exceptions, such as Richard
Vahrenkamp’s case study of Germany in The Logistics Revolution, the historiography of
goods transport in Britain has deviated little from the themes of regulation, technology and
competition.”® A similar situation is found in the history of road haulage; the weight of
research has favoured rail transport, which benefits from a well-defined body of archival
material held at Kew, York and elsewhere.” In contrast, the treatment of road haulage is
constrained by the fragmentary nature of the material; as chapter 1 suggests, the lack of
official requirement for published documentation before 1933, coupled with the
commercial sensitivities of a competitive business has meant that evidence detailing the
growth and administration of private hauliers is sparse.”

Despite these shortcomings, it is necessary to contextualise the ongoing
relationship between goods transport and its users through a narrative account that focuses
upon transport supply and provides an overview of the systems and structures available to
the food trade throughout the period. This chapter begins by establishing the character of
inland goods transport in 1919, and uses Gilbert Walker’s account of rail and road
transport to explain how regulation implemented during the nineteenth century influenced
the course of competition.96 It will also explain that as the First World War and subsequent
railway strikes accelerated the growth of road transport, the railway industry initially failed
to foresee the extent to which road transport would compete for traffic. The chapter also
explores the railway industry’s technological and political responses to road competition

and the challenges faced in meeting the expectations of the trading community.

92 C. Horner and J. Greaves, “Mobility Spotting: Running Off the Rails in the Transport Historiography of
the United Kingdom” in Mobility in History: Themes in Transport ed. G. Mom, P. Norton, G. Clarsen and G.
Pirie (Neuchatel: Editions Alphil-Presses universitaires suisses, 2010), p. 154.

% R. Vahrenkamp, The Logistics Revolution: The Rise of Logistics in the Mass Consumption Society
(Cologne: Josef Eul Verlag, 2012).

" Horner and Greaves, “Mobility Spotting,” pp. 151-152.

% Horner and J. Greaves, “Mobility Spotting,” p. 154, p. 156.

% G. Walker, Road and Rail: An Enquiry into the Economics of Competition and State Control (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1942).
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Table 1
Ten-yearly freight train receipts 1913, 1925-1975

1913 1925 1935 1945 1955 1965 1975

Freight
receipts at
current 64,255 | 103,676 86,237 165,700 | 274,244 | 225,513
prices
(£ thousands) 244,824

Freight
receipts at
1975 prices

(£ thousands)

883,834 | 751,372 | 731,116 | 852,532 | 857,728 | 520,533

Sources: British Railways Board, Report and Accounts (London: HMSQO); D. L. Munby and
A. H. Watson, Inland Transport Statistics: Great Britain, 1900-1970, Volume 1 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1978); J. O’ Donoghue, L. Goulding and G. Allen, “Consumer Price
Inflation Since 1750 in Economic Trends No. 604 (London: HMSO, 2004), pp. 38-46.

Note: The table presents a crude indication of equivalent values set at 1975 prices for
charting the performance of rail freight receipts in real terms. These have been adjusted
using Office of National Statistics retail price index (RPI) data. However, it should be noted
that inaccuracies stem from the range of goods and services used in its compilation changing
over time, whilst transport reflects that purchased by the consumer. Despite this issue, RPI
covers a longer continuous period than alternatives including Charles Feinstein’s price index

for public authorities goods and services in Britain, or CPL.”’

The chapter will also explore the subsequent development of transport regulation,
including railway reorganisation under the Railways Act (1921) and the debates
surrounding the Road and Rail Traffic Act (1933).® Both attempted to address the
challenges facing rail and road transport; the former in terms of duplication of effort and
the latter inefficient, unregulated competition. Throughout the period covered by this
thesis, the railways experienced a gradual 46 per cent decline in total goods traffic from
367 million tons in 1913, a key year for statistical comparisons, to 205 million tons in
1970.” Although a crude measure, Table 1 shows that an adjustment of the revenue
received in 1913 to 1975 prices using retail price index data suggests a real-terms decline

of 72 per cent in the value of railway receipts over the period. Whilst peaks are observed

7 For example, C. H. Feinstein, National Income, Expenditure and Output of the United Kingdom, 1855-
1965 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), pp. 77-79 and Table 61.

% R. Edwards, “Shaping British Freight Transport in the Interwar Period: Failure of Foresight or
Administration, 1919-1934?” in From Rails to Roads and Back Again? A Century of Transport Competition
and Interdependency, ed. R. Roth and C. Divall (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 77-90.

% Sources: British Railways Board, Report and Accounts (London: HMSO, 1975) and Ministry of Transport,
Railway Returns (London: HMSO, 1921).
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in 1945 and 1955, the former stemmed from heavy wartime traffic and was eroded by a
government levy, whilst the latter occurred as British Railways (BR) was building an
operating deficit.'"

The service-based reasons behind this decline will form the basis of the individual
case study chapters; instead, this chapter focuses upon the railway industry’s attempts to
address arrest decline, beginning with the 1938 ‘Square Deal’ campaign to remove
restrictive regulations and simplify rates-setting. The role of the Second World War in
pausing competition and facilitating post-war planning is also considered, whilst the
problems raised by transport nationalisation and rail-road coordination are discussed.'”!
Finally, the post-nationalisation relationship between the railways and road haulage will be
considered through the 1955 ‘Modernisation Plan’; Britain’s motorway construction
programme, the Reshaping of the Railways reports and the implications of subsequent

Transport Acts in 1953, 1962 and 1968.

2.2 Monopoly prevention and industrial action: railway rates

regulation and the expansion of road haulage

Before 1914, road transport in Britain was a localised concern that complemented the
rivers, canals, coastal shipping and the railways, with poor road conditions and horse-
drawn transport restricting its use for distribution over long distances. The railway
industry’s ability to convey goods in bulk nationwide had secured its position as principal
inland transport network by the mid-nineteenth century, creating a virtual monopoly over
inland transport and hence conditions for exploitation.'® In consequence, a series of Acts
were passed between 1854 and 1894 to regulate the industry’s relationship with traffic
consigners. Although Britain’s railways were considered ‘common carriers’ of most
goods, this was subject to restrictive terms and conditions of carriage that placed risk upon
the consigner. Limiting the potential for abuse in this regard was the aim of the Railway

and Canal Traffic Act (1854), which also imposed obligations to accept and provide

'R, Bell, History of the British Railways during the War, 1939-1945 (London: The Railway Gazette, 1945),
pp- 10-19; T. Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-73: A Business History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1986), p. 181.

%" G. Crompton, “The Railway Companies, 1920-1950" in The Political Economy of Nationalisation in
Britain, 1920-1950, ed. Millward and Singleton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p, 141.

12 For an account of the development of transport in Britain see P. Bagwell and P. Lyth, Transport in
Britain: From Canal Lock to Gridlock (London: Hambledon and London, 2002); Walker, Road and Rail, p.
40; P. Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” Twentieth Century
British History, 13 (2002), p. 103. For an in-depth account of the development of railway rates regulation in
Britain, see S. G. Gibbs, “‘Of Pious Memory’: Railway Regulatory Tribunals in the UK, 1854-1939,” (PhD
thesis, University of York, 2013).
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facilities for the conveyance of any traffic offered and to publish all rates for public
scrutiny.103 Furthermore, railway companies could display no ‘undue preference’ towards
one trader over another to enforce the fair and impartial treatment of all users.'™

The Railway and Canal Traffic Act (1888) empowered Railway and Canal
Commissioners at the Board of Trade to devise maximum goods rates for banding within a
published ‘Standard Classification of Rates’.'” This comprised eight classes, with low
rates maxima for easily-bulked commodities including minerals and higher for
manufactured goods and part or wagon-load traffic, with each established through
consultation with traders and the railway companies. Aside from the maxima, railway
companies were also free to charge cheaper ‘exceptional’ rates for traffic forwarded at a
trader’s own risk, whilst a further safeguard was provided by successive post-1900
Conservative and Liberal governments barring railway company mergers which created
regional monopolies.'” Although the majority of goods traffic was concentrated amongst
larger companies such as the London & North Western and North Eastern Railways
(LNWR and NER), Philippe Thalmann’s survey of goods transport notes that government
policy relied upon company rivalries to drive improvements which benefited the user.'"’

Companies including the Great Western (GWR) and London & South Western
Railways could vie for a finite quantity of traffic within their respective areas of operation,
resulting in exceptional rates being offered for any traffic experiencing competition from
rival companies.'® These discounts were expected to encourage competition between
Britain’s railway companies, thus compensating for the fact that the railways experienced
minimal external competition for traffic because of the lack of a viable transport
alternative. However, the railway company’s obligation to observe ‘no undue preference’

meant that reduced rates were granted to all traders engaged in similar business within a

103 Railway and Canal Traffic Act, 1888, 51 & 52 Vict., c. 25, s. 33; Gibbs, “‘Of Pious Memory’,” pp. 72-73.
'% Gibbs succinctly considers this as ‘equality of treatment’ between service users. See Gibbs, “‘Of Pious
Memory’,” pp. 77-78 and pp. 176-199.

195 The Act in question was the Railway and Canal Traffic Act, 1888, 51 & 52 Vict., c. 25, although the issue
of railway rates maxima had been debated since at least 1844. See Gibbs, “‘Of Pious Memory’,” p. 66, p. 73,
p. 202. For the appointment of the Commissioners, see pp. 143-154.

106 1. Simmons, The Victorian Railway (London: Thames & Hudson, 1991), p. 265; P. Bagwell, The
Transport Revolution, 1770-1985 2nd Edition (London: Routledge, 1988), pp. 166-170; P. Thalmann, The
Dynamics of Freight Transport Development: A UK and Swiss Comparison (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), p.
17. The total number of companies is open to dispute due to the number of light, joint and amalgamated
railways encompassed by the Act.

"7 Thalmann, The Dynamics of Freight Transport Development, p. 41.

'% Gibbs, “‘Of Pious Memory’,” p. 205.
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locality.'” Indiscriminate use of this concession therefore harboured the risk that traders
would expect an offer of discounted rates as a matter of course.' '’

Despite being introduced in Britain in the 1890s, the development of the lorry was
gradual; Barker and Gerhold indicate that trials to break the railway monopoly over goods
transport between Liverpool and Manchester between 1898 and 1900 demonstrated that
the internal combustion engine was not yet capable of supplying the necessary power to

111
move heavy goods.

Indeed, the need for further development ensured that the horse
remained the predominant means of general road haulage as late as 1913.''? Although
urban road improvements and decreasing manufacturing costs prompted some use by
traders in the distribution of light and perishable goods, the widespread adoption of the
motor lorry was delayed by the outbreak of the First World War, which also precipitated a
decline in coastal shipping to maintain the position of the railways as principal mode of
distribution.'"® However, the prospect of war in 1914 also raised fears that the number of
railway companies would compromise efficiency.''*

To ensure network cohesion during the wartime emergency, the railways were
brought under government control through the establishment of the Railway Executive
Committee (REC).'"” By steering Britain’s railway network through the considerable
operational challenges posed by the First World War, including port congestion and wagon
shortages, the Committee had proved that a railway network managed by a single
executive organisation was efficient. Consequently, the year 1919 proved pivotal for
British transport for two reasons. Firstly, the Liberal coalition government maintained its
strategic control over Britain’s railways before establishing a new, permanent transport
ministry, the lack of which had prevented the government from establishing precisely what

‘...great changes [there] should be in order to procure the best possible system of private

1% Gibbs succinctly considers this as ‘equality of treatment’ between service users. See Gibbs, “‘Of Pious
Memory’,” pp. 77-78 and pp. 176-199; Railway and Canal Traffic Act, 1888, 51 & 52 Vict,, c. 25, s. 27.

"9 Walker, Road and Rail, p. 62.

"'T. Barker and D. Gerhold, The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, 1700-1990 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), p. 63.

"> Barker and Gerhold, The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, p. 63; P. Scott and C. Reid, “The White
Slavery of the Motor World: Opportunism in the Interwar Road Haulage Industry,” Social History, 21
(2000), p. 302.

"3 T Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain: The First Forty Years (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing,
2001), p. 61. The decline of the coastal shipping industry as a result of the German U-Boat campaign during
the First World War meant that the railways enjoyed a substantial general monopoly over long-distance
transport in Britain between 1920 and 1939. For an account of the history of coastal shipping in Britain and
its decline, see D. Aldcroft, “The Eclipse of Coastal Shipping, 1913-1921" in Coastal and Short Sea
Shipping, ed. J. Armstrong (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1996).
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(London: Macmillan, 1968), p. 29. See also J. A. B. Hamilton, Britain's railways in World War I (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1968).

"' The Committee comprised management personnel from the largest railway companies, thus ensuring
some degree of continuity during the wartime emergency. Brig-General Sir H. O. Mance, The Road and Rail
Transport Problem (London: Pitman, 1941), p. 3.
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transport in this country’.''® The Ministry of Transport was created in May, with its first
Minister, Eric Geddes, appointed to embark upon a reorganisation of the railways.'"’

Although the government had briefly considered nationalising the railways on the
grounds that Britain’s smaller railway companies had been weakened by competition,
which had also compromised ease of use before the war, Geddes asserted that network
cohesion in peacetime could be achieved through a substantial reduction in the number of
cornpalnies.118 Secondly, and of more immediate concern, was the commencement of
industrial action by the Associated Society of Locomotive Engineers and Firemen
(ASLEF) and the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) over government-sanctioned pay
cuts on 26 September 1919; the ensuing disruption would damage the reputation of the
railways at a critical point in the development of road goods transport in Britain.'"

The Railway Gazette expressed the scale of the disruption experienced during the
strike through the number of rail services run. On the first day, 27 September, only 40
trains ran throughout Britain, whilst none ran on the second daly.120 Although the total
number of trains rose to 3,480 by 3 October as employees began to return to work, the
disruption was such that the REC, which continued to run Britain’s railways on the
government’s behalf, requested that businesses ‘restrict their deliveries for a few days’
whilst the goods backlog was cleared."! Consequently, the Gazette noted that ‘the evil
effects of the [strike] will be felt for many weeks to come’, and estimated that it would take
over four months before normal service was resumed.'**

Although evidence of the strike’s impact focuses upon the inconvenience to
traders and the railway industry’s difficulties, the organisation of an emergency road
haulage operation prompted The Railway Gazette to comment that ‘the strikers left the
motor lorry out of their calculations’.'” This was because the First World War had
accelerated the development of the lorry; operational range was extended to 60 miles.'**

Purchases by the army during the First World War had stimulated technological

development, and the sale of ex-military lorries after the 1918 Armistice facilitated a rapid

"'® HC Deb 26 February 1919, vol 112, col 1821.

"7 Sir Eric Campbell Geddes (1875-1937) joined the North Eastern Railway (NER) in 1904, and became its
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General Election in anticipation of the creation of a new Transport Ministry. K. Greives, Sir Eric Geddes:
Business and Government in War and Peace (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989), pp. 69-107.
8 a, Crompton, “Good Business for the Nation: The Railway Nationalisation Issue, 1921-1947,” Journal of
Transport History, Third Series, 20 (1999), pp. 140-142.

"% Editorial, Great Western Railway Magazine, XXXII (1920), p. 4.

20 The Railway Gazette, XXXI (10 October 1919), p. 437.

! The Railway Gazette, XXXI (10 October 1919), p. 437 and p. 439.

22 The Railway Gazette, XXXI (10 October 1919), p. 439.

'2 The Railway Gazette, XXXI (3 October 1919), p. 407.

' Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 103.

49



expansion of the road haulage sector as demobilising trained personnel purchased vehicles
and offered their services to traders for ‘hire or reward’.'”® Peter Scott notes that demand
for lorries had been fuelled by a post-war economic boom and a desire amongst traders to
reduce the impact of inflation upon costs; consequently, over 60,000 vehicles were
available for purchase and participation in the substitution of rail with road haulage.'*®
Although the strike achieved its goal of maintaining railway wages at wartime
levels, contemporary newspaper reportage suggested that it proved the inability of the
railways to provide a consistently reliable service. The Gazette itself summarised the
mood by suggesting that the nation ‘cannot ...allow itself to be suddenly “held up” by half
a million or more of its members’, whilst traders now ‘considered [road transport] as equal

competition’ with the ralilwalys.127

Their reputation was further eroded by the poor
condition of railway infrastructure after four years of war; indeed, a wagon shortage
coinciding with a glut of peacetime goods traffic prompted the imposition of embargoes as
the backlog at goods depots was reduced.'”® Whilst the small size and limited range of
existing lorries made it ‘inconceivable that the road motor can ever deal with the heavier
classes of traffic as an effective equivalent of the railway’ in the short term, the emergency
demonstrated that the mode possessed flexibility and convenience in requiring less
planning to operate an effective door-to-door service.'” As Scott indicates, the
combination of the strike, the difficulties facing the railways and the onset of a post-war

depression in 1921 all provide reasons for the foothold gained by road haulage in short to

medium-distance traffic distributed within a 30-mile radius of a haulage depot.'*

2.3 Railway challenges

The latter points stem from the fact that Britain’s railways experienced a growing financial
crisis caused by subsequent wage increases and the continuing post-war maintenance
deficit whilst under government control between 1918 and 1922."*' In an attempt to avert

the crisis, an interim Rates Advisory Committee was established to continue the work of

' Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 119.

126 Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 103; Gibson, Road
Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 138.

" The Railway Gazette, XXXI (10 October 1919), p. 437 and “Road Transport and Railway Traffic,” p. 440.
128 Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, p. 227.

12 «“Road Transport and Railway Traffic,” p. 440. In their concise history on the development of road
transport, Theo Barker and Dorian Gerhold suggest that the number of registered goods vehicles increased
from 41,000 in 1918 to 100,000 by 1920. See Barker and Gerhold, The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, p.
62.

%% Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 119; Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road
Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 103.

! Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 143.
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the Railway and Canal Commission on behalf of the Ministry of Transport, which
recommended a series of general increases before the reorganisation, or ‘grouping’ of

32 Thomas Gibson cites that general merchandise traffic by rail

Britain’s railways.
experienced an average rate rise of 60 per cent in 1920."** Although implemented at a time
of relative economic growth, the intended effect proved elusive for two reasons.

Firstly, wages remained high when a collapse in demand for British-manufactured
exports brought economic recession in 1921."** Britain’s railways were thus saddled with
an inflated wages bill and higher goods charges whilst traffic was declining, prompting
cost-conscious traders to complain of being ‘unable to meet competition [because of] high
railway rates’."® Scott indicates that the government-endorsed rate increases ‘led traders to
re-evaluate [their transport arrangements] and, in many cases, make a longer term switch to
road transport’.'*® Secondly, the government’s preoccupation with the reorganisation of
Britain’s railways suppressed any attempt to address the issue of rail and road competition.
Furthermore, the railway industry’s attitude towards road transport was initially
ambivalent, as pre-war experience had suggested that road transport was more amenable to
a ‘““retail” method of trading’ by carrying small quantities of goods, promoting a persistent
belief within railway management that both modes of transport had clearly-defined roles

within the sphere of inland transport."”’

132 «The Railway Rates Advisory Committee,” North Eastern Railway Magazine, X (1920), p. 156.
133 Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 143; Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road
Haulage, 1919-1939,” pp. 103-104; “Rates Advisory Committee,” North Eastern Railway Magazine, X
(1920), p. 267.
134 <[ Passing,” London & North Western Railway Gazette, 9 (1920), p. 283.
> “How the Increased Railway Rates will Affect Grocers,” The Grocer and Oil Trade Review, CXVII (15
January, 1920), p. 3.
1% Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 103.
137 Although made in 1928, this statement crystallises the fact that some retailers had adopted road transport.
See: “From the General Manager: Railways and Road Transport,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XL
(1928), p. 49.
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Map 1

Britain’s ‘Big Four’ railway companies, 1923

Simplified map illustrating the regional monopolies held by the ‘Big Four’ railway
companies. However, all four companies competed on long-distance routes, with the LMS
(maroon) and LNER (blue) vying for the Scotland traffic whilst the GWR (brown) and
Southern Railway (green) competed for traffic to the West Country.
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A White Paper tabled by the Ministry of Transport in 1920 proposed the reorganisation of
Britain’s railway industry through voluntary amalgamation schemes; 120 of Britain’s
private railway companies would be divided between four large groups with regional
monopolies to obtain administrative efficiencies, effect economies of scale and compete in
long-distance services.*® The Railways Bill of 1920 passed into the statute books as the
Railways Act (1921), which determined that amalgamation schemes should be completed
by January 1 1923.%° The reorganisation produced the ‘Big Four’ railway companies,
namely the GWR; London, Midland and Scottish Railway (LMS), London and North
Eastern Railway (LNER) and the Southern Railway; their areas of operation are indicated
in Map 1, above.'*

By restricting competition to the long-distance services, the Act had created local
transport monopolies ripe for exploitation by competing forms of transport capable of
offering a cheaper service; indeed, Roy Edwards and Scott indicate that few measures were
in place to prepare the industry for road competition.'*' The scale of the administrative task
also placed the railways on the back foot, as two opportunities to address the threat of road
competition came to nought. Edwards suggests that the first was the failure to incorporate
railway road powers into the 1921 Act.'** This stemmed from a concern amongst private
hauliers that the government had inadvertently enabled the railways to engage in general
haulage by loaning lorries for war use. The principle of the railway companies operating
general haulage in parallel to its core business was deemed a separate matter to that being
addressed by the 1921 Act, and would be the subject of legal analysis and clarification in a
separate Parliamentary Bill.'*?

The second opportunity was a Bill tabled jointly by the London and North
Western (LNWR) and Midland Railway (MR) companies in 1922, which requested powers
to operate door-to-door road haulage as an adjunct to the railway business and to reduce

144

the expense of station handling.”™ Hitherto, the railway industry’s road operations were

broadly restricted to collection and delivery which fed into the freight operation. The Bill

¥ See Railways Act, 1921, 11 & 12 Geo. 5, c. 55, First Schedule.

19 Failure to achieve voluntary amalgamation was addressed by legislation permitting a Tribunal convened
on behalf of the Minister of Transport to force non-compliant railway companies to merge companies into
one of the four groups before an appointed day of enactment. Railways Act, 1921, 11 & 12 Geo. 5, c. 55, s.
2.

"0 The Great Western Railway remained substantially the same as pre-grouping, with only small concerns
absorbed as part of the amalgamation scheme. As such, the apparent lack of change prompted Modern
Transport’s editor to consider it a ‘distinguished enterprise’. “Re-Organisation,” Modern Transport, VIII
(January 6, 1923), p. 2.

'*I Edwards, “Shaping British Freight Transport in the Interwar Period,” pp. 77-78; Scott, “British Railways
and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” pp. 103-104.

'*> Edwards, “Shaping British Freight Transport in the Interwar Period,” p. 81.

'3 Edwards, “Shaping British Freight Transport in the Interwar Period,” p. 81.

'# “Railways and the Roads,” Modern Transport, VII (January 21, 1922), p. 12.
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attempted to overcome the restrictions posed by the railway network’s layout by conveying
short-distance freight direct by road, thereby saving mileage, wagon-shunting and
transhipment whilst providing the trader with an economical service administered by the
railway companies.'” Although the Bill obtained broad Parliamentary support in the face
of objections from at least 65 road firms, Edwards cites that the evidence submitted by the
Ministry of Transport on a point of detail prompted the railway companies to withdraw. "¢
The evidence provided by Sir George Beharrell indicated a concern that the
companies had failed to provide sufficient safeguards to ensure that savings accrued from
the charging of railway rates for the road operation would be passed to the trader, and not

to the railway shareholder.'*’

The editor of Modern Transport, a weekly publication
documenting transport developments, consequently expressed surprise that the railways
gave up on the Bill ‘when a fair sailing might well have been anticipated’.'*® The railway
industry did not resume its campaign to obtain road haulage powers until 1928, prompting
Edwards to conclude that the government’s decision not to grant them in 1921 was an
‘error of omission’.'* Timely opportunities to expand rail-owned road haulage beyond
collection and delivery were therefore lost, raising the hypothesis that the government had
failed to grasp the importance of preparing the railways for road competition.

Government intervention in the business of goods transport was also manifest in
another aspect of the 1921 Act, namely the overhaul of the railway industry’s rate-setting
mechanism and its impact upon trader and industry. The Act stipulated that each of the
‘Big Four’ should achieve an annual ‘Standard Revenue’ based upon the aggregate net
revenue obtained by their constituents in 1913 to cover operating costs.'™® Although the
companies were not compelled to reach their aggregate Standard Revenue of £51 million,
the Act attempted to restrict the indiscriminate charging of exceptional rates by modifying
the rate-setting mechanism to include 21 goods classifications based upon value, with

standard charges set according to the principle of ‘what the traffic will bear’ in each

"> A Southern Railway Magazine article published in 1926 asserted that ‘for every mile we had a freight
train we perform a mile of freight shunting’. See Sir H. Walker, “Statistics,” Southern Railway Magazine, IV
(1926), p. 36.

14¢ Edwards, “Shaping British Freight Transport in the Interwar Period,” pp. 84-86; “Railways and the
Roads,” Modern Transport, VII (25 February 1922), p. 12.

7 Edwards, “Shaping British Freight Transport in the Interwar Period,” p. 86; “Transferring the Rail Load to
the Road,” Modern Transport, VII (June 17, 1922), p. 1. Sir John George Beharrell (1873 - 1959) was
Assistant Goods Manager under Eric Geddes with the NER. He was appointed to the Ministry of Munitions
in 1915 before being appointed director-general of finance and statistics at the Ministry of Transport in 1921.
See “Obituary: Sir John Gorge Beharrell,” The Engineer, 209 (February 27, 1959), p. 342.

18 «“Transferring the Rail Load to the Road,” p. 1; Thalmann, The Dynamics of Freight Transport
Development, p. 8.

'* Edwards, “Shaping British Freight Transport in the Interwar Period,” p. 78.

19 Railways Act, 1921, 11 & 12 Geo. 5, c. 55, s. 58; Walker, Road and Rail, p. 50.
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class.””! However, exceptional rates not less than ‘five per cent. or more than forty per
cent. below the standard rate chargeable’ were permitted, and could be issued by railway
companies without consulting regulatory bodies.'™

To ensure that due consideration was given to an exceptional rate’s impact upon
the prospects of achieving the Standard Revenue, the Minister of Transport was to be
informed of rate reductions issued within these percentiles, and any further reduction or
rise would be assessed by a Railway Rates Tribunal. The Tribunal was a permanent ‘Court
of Record’ employed to scrutinise rate changes with regard to the ‘Standard Revenue’ and
against existing anti-monopolistic legislative criteria such as ‘undue preference’, which
presented traders with opportunities to object against charges published by the railways in
the event that their businesses would be adversely affected.’® However, the re-
classification of thousands of commodities proved time consuming, and the ‘appointed
day’ for implementation was delayed until January 1, 1928.

The revised classification was bureaucratic, rather than inflexible, as any
negotiation on exceptional rates followed a due process that prevented the railways from
quoting rates expeditiously in the face of road competition."”® This was because the
continuation of the ‘undue preference’ criteria meant that each class of good would
experience blanket rate increases or decreases, whilst the publication of all rates presented
competitors with a means to undercut the railways. Whilst reorganisation under the 1921
Act presented an opportunity for the railways to accrue savings from economies of scale,
the combination of higher charges, expenditure and the continuation of a cumbersome rates
structure designed to prevent a rail transport monopoly contrasted starkly with the
comparative freedom of road hauliers to set their own rates.">> This placed pressure upon
the railway companies to quote exceptional rates to retain traffic; indeed, by 1930, these
would account for 76.52 per cent of the rates charged, thereby undermining the already
precarious financial position of the railway industry by creating conditions in which the

‘Big Four’ companies would consistently fail to reach the Standard Revenue.'*

"1 Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 104. Gilbert Walker
indicates that £51 million was calculated from ‘the actual net revenue earned by the constituent and
subsidiary companies in 1913 plus 5% on capital invested since then, plus 5% on capital which had not
become fully remunerative by 1913, plus one-third of the economies resulting from amalgamation’. Walker,
Road and Rail, p. 20.

132 Railways Act, 1921, 11 & 12 Geo. 5, c. 55, 5. 37.

153 «“The Railways Bill,” North Eastern Railway Magazine, X1 (1921), p. 103; Gibbs, “‘Of Pious Memory’,”
pp. 256-257; Walker, Road and Rail, p. 64.

* Walker, Road and Rail, pp. 51-54.

13 Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” pp. 106-107.

' G. Hughes, “An Economic History of the London & North Eastern Railway,” (PhD thesis, University of
London, 1990), pp. 121-122.
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2.4 Perceptions of declining railway service quality:

compensation, the 1926 General Strike and road propaganda

Image 1

Private-owner coal wagons being sorted at Toton yard, 6 July 1927. Note the different grades
of coal in each wagon, highlighting the predominantly wagonload nature of freight hauled on

Britain’s railways. Source: National Railway Museum DY 11430.

Firms forwarding bulk mineral and merchandise traffic on a regular basis could save
money by negotiating for a private siding."”’ In contrast, ancillary services such as terminal
usage, warehousing and provision for smaller consignments, these were provided at extra
cost to the trader.'™® This was because smaller consignments constituted an operational and
financial burden for the railways. Single wagons were marshalled into freight trains at
locations such as Toton yard illustrated in Image 1; an inefficient and time-consuming
process that accumulated unremunerative mileage whilst increasing the risk of damage or
delay." Local shunting also nullified the railway industry’s advantage of speedy long-

distance bulk haulage whilst railway managers demanded expeditious handling, thereby

157 Walker, Road and Rail, p. 61.
"% Gibbs, “‘Of Pious Memory’,” p. 115.
'3 Sir H. Walker, “Statistics,” Southern Railway Magazine, IV (1926), p. 36.
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increasing the potential risk of claims for damage, delay or pilferage.'® An exploration of
the compensation paid to traders thus provides an indicator of the circumstances in which
claims rose as well as a basis for understanding how the user’s concerns about service
quality were exploited by road hauliers.

The GWR in 1920 and the Southern Railway in 1926 noted rising claims for lost
and damaged goods, with Graph 1 below demonstrating that claims were highest in the
immediate post-war war period when wagon shortages and maintenance arrears reduced
upon railway efficiency. Claims made between 1920 and 1921 also coincided with rates
increases sanctioned by the Ministry of Transport, raising the hypothesis that higher rates
prompted increased vigilance over railway transgressions by cost-conscious organisations
such as Cadbury’s.161 A small rise in claims expenditure in 1937 and sustained in 1938
appears consistent with this point, as it coincided with a 5 per cent general rates increase
that prompted users to make savings by eliminating some of their long-distance traffic due
on the pretext of ‘poor service’.'® Although claims expenditure fell sharply after 1921,
later assisted by the introduction of fully enclosed demountable containers, Sir Herbert
Walker, the Southern Railway’s General Manager continued to condemn the ‘needless’
expenditure, which rose by £1,000 on the Southern between 1925 and 1926.1%

Rising expenditure on compensation was more than simply a product of increased
trader vigilance; it was also linked to the relationship between railway company and
employee. Firstly, LNWR and NER magazine articles published in 1920 suggest that the
commencement of the statutory eight hour day meant that staff with little freight handling
experience were employed, prompting a spike in claims.'® Secondly, a concurrent article
published by the GWR on the subject of goods handling attributed the problem to a wave

of employee ‘indifference’ towards their jobs, with ‘...rough handling [detracting] from the

10 C. Divall “Conceiving Distribution in the United Kingdom: The (London and) North Eastern Railway’s
Discursive Response to Road Haulage, 1921-1939” in From Rails to Roads and Back Again? A Century of
Transport Competition and Interdependency, ed. R. Roth and C. Divall (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 97-
98.

"1 J. Bradley, Cadbury’s Purple Reign: The Story behind Chocolate’s Best-Loved Brand (Chichester: John
Wiley, 2008), pp. 79-80.

192 TNA: JV 7/562, 15 April 1937 Memorandum (Long-distance Transport); 28 April 1937 Board Report No.
88, p. 1.

163 Sir H. Walker, “Statistics,” Southern Railway Magazine, IV (1926), p. 67. Sir Herbert Ashcombe Walker
was one of the foremost railway managers of his generation. Appointed General Manager of the London and
South Western Railway in 1911, he was made Chairman of the Railway Executive Committee (REC) during
the First World War. He became General Manager of the Southern Railway in 1923. See C. Watson,
“Walker, Sir Herbert Ashcombe (1868-1949),” rev. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford
University Press, 2004, accessed 12 September 2016 http://www.oxforddnb.com

/view/article/38097.

1% “In Passing,” London & North Western Railway Gazette, 9 (1920), p. 283; R. L. Wedgwood, “The Present
Prospects of British Railways,” North Eastern Railway Magazine, X1I (1922), p. 256 and “Eight-Hour Day
on the Railways,” Modern Transport, VII (January 21, 1922), p. 9.
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reputation of everyone concerned’.'®> By 1924, the GWR argued that the increased cost of
living and attempts to increase productivity had strained managerial relations with low-
grade employees, fuelling apathy towards the company.'®® Growing tension between
railway staff and management may have been a factor in railwaymen joining the General
Strike of 1926, an act which further demonstrated that reliance upon a single mode of

goods transport for distribution increased trader risk.'®’

Graph 1
Compensation paid per 1000 tons of goods traffic carried on Britain's
railways, 1920-1938
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 1 (p. 297).

The effect of the General Strike is discerned in Graph 1, as it shows a higher payment per
1,000 tons of goods carried for 1926, which may be attributed to the disruption caused by
the stoppage as it accompanied a 31 per cent drop in goods tonnage forwarded by rail from
340 million tons in 1925 to 233 million tons in 1926."%® The financial consequences of the
strike for Britain’s railways are clearly seen in Table 2. Using weekly merchandise and
livestock revenue data published by The Railway Gazette, the table shows that whilst
receipts in week 17 of 1926 were an improvement over the corresponding period in 1925,
the strike drastically cut receipts by 91 per cent in week 18 and a further 61 per cent in

week 19 respectively. Indeed, it also indicates a gradual recovery; the four weeks

1 «“The Care of Goods in Transit,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XXXII (1920), p. 247.
16 «“The Care of Goods in Transit,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XXXII (1920), p. 247.
17 «“Transport Lessons from the Strike,” The Commercial Motor, XLIII (May 18, 1926), p. 714.
"% Ministry of Transport, Railway Returns (London: HMSO, 1926).
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following the strike produced considerably lower returns than the same period in 1925.
This can be explained by the potential revenue lost and the time and resources the railways
needed to process the existing goods backlog, although the potential dampening effect

caused by trader reticence, whilst difficult to quantify, cannot be discounted.

Table 2
Railway merchandise and livestock returns during the General Strike: a comparison

of 1925 and 1926 (£ thousands)

Week | Week | Week | Week | Week | Week | Week
17 18 19 20 21 22 23

1925 | 2,063 | 1,313 | 1,338 | 1,956 | 1,913 | 1,404 | 1,853
1926 | 2,171 199 77| 1,230 | 1,084 | 1,242 | 1,223
Source: The Railway Gazette.

Whilst it is possible to speculate that strike action combined with the mishandling of goods
eroded the trading community’s trust in the railways, these problems occurred whilst the
railway industry was criticising the user for creating the conditions for damage and delay.
In 1920, the GWR suggested that senders of goods are °‘...not generally as free from
responsibility as they used to be’, highlighting that the standard terms and conditions of
rail carriage advised users about correct labelling and packaging to minimise the
inconvenience of damage, theft and delay.169 The implication was that traders were failing
to assist the railways in their endeavour to deliver goods expeditiously, and that claims
stemmed from ignorance or the wilful exploitation of railway weaknesses for financial
gain. However, accusations of trader impropriety risked alienating customers and supports
a hypothesis that Britain’s railways were out of step with the needs of a trading community
desirous of economical, flexible and convenient transport.

The road haulage lobby could therefore assert that the lorry would ‘emancipate’
industry from a railway industry in which the quality of service and reliability did not
justify the charges levied by the ‘Big Four’.'™ As a campaigning advocate of the haulage
sector, The Commercial Motor pressed its readership to draw the attention of potential
customers towards the resilience of road haulage and the trade unionism that had
encumbered the railways in 1919 and 1926."”' The sector comprised a substantial number
of independent operators capable of operating at short notice, whilst their flexibility in

short to medium-distance logistics at ‘cost plus profit’ rates made a switch to road haulage

199 «“The Care of Goods in Transit,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XXXII (1920), p. 203.
170 “The Commercial Motor as Emancipator,” The Commercial Motor, LI (November 25, 1930), p. 221.
"I “Transport Lessons from the Strike,” p. 714.
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an attractive proposition for Britain’s trading community during the economic crises
between 1921 and 1939.'7

The trader’s reality was that seemingly insignificant items such as packaging
represented a substantial additional outlay for small businesses and agricultural concerns
seeking to control costs. Economic expediency determined whether businesses purchased
new packaging or reduced costs by re-using old or sub-standard alternatives to perpetuate a

. 173
cycle of claim and counter-claim.

With the railways a third-party in the supply chain,
full accountability for the condition of a commodity in transit was ambiguous when the
onus was upon the consigner to prove the negligence of the railway companies involved; in
contrast, road haulage was the product of a clear bilateral agreement between two
palrties.174 As traders lost control of their consignments after dispatch by rail, road haulage
permitted minimal transhipment and tighter control during lorry-loading, which reduced

the risk of damage as well as the bulk and cost of packaging.'”

2.5 Road haulage: competition without regulation

Looking beyond the simplicity of road haulage, an analysis of the sector during the 1920s
also indicates that it sometimes bore little advantage over rail haulage because of several
issues that affected service quality. The road haulier’s challenges were three-fold, namely
market saturation, lack of regulation and the indifferent quality of Britain’s existing road
infrastructure. Firstly, Scott and Reid have noted that market saturation stemmed from the
ease with which individuals could enter the road haulage business, which had proved
attractive for demobilising soldiers trained in vehicle operation with little prospect of other
employment in a post-war recession.'’® This resulted in a rapid rise in owner-drivers, with

Scott noting an increase from 62,000 to 128,000 lorries between 1919 and 1920.'77

' “Transport Lessons from the Strike,” p. 714. In relation to haulage costs, Gilbert Walker suggested that
they included °...the expenses of running the vehicle required to carry the load, together with an addition ...to
provide for overhead charges and other items not connected with the actual operation of the lorry’. See
Walker, Road and Rail, p. 91.

' Walker, Road and Rail, pp. 112-113.

17 Despite attempting to effect savings via centralised administration, ‘Grouping’ had failed to reduce
railway bureaucracy and risked increasingly impersonal service, as each of the ‘Big Four’ companies adopted
different management structures due to internal politicking amongst the amalgamated concerns. Soon after
‘Grouping’, the LNER management acknowledged the risk of over-centralisation. ‘“Railway Companies and
the Traders,” North Eastern Railway Magazine, 13 (1923), p. 13.

'3 Rates quoted for goods conveyed at railway company risk were more expensive than those quoted for
conveyance at the consigner’s risk, although the packaging issue might have made the latter a false economy.
Walker, Road and Rail, pp. 59-59.

"% Scott and Reid, “The White Slavery of the Motor World,” p. 301.

17 Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 103; Barker and Gerhold,
The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, p. 62; Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 119.
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Although established firms competed by offering premium service inducements
such as ‘next-day delivery’, the situation was exacerbated by a lack of effective regulation
beyond vehicle taxation, as the government appeared content to pursue a laissez-faire
approach to road haulage legislation.'” Road hauliers were not obliged to publish rates,
which Gibson suggests encouraged a culture of rate-cutting to guarantee the job which
ultimately created a transport buyer’s market.'” The principal outcome was competition
which drove rate-cutting to uneconomic levels, resulting in owner-drivers going out of
business because of their inability to earn a living.'®® This also posed a problem for more
established firms, as carefully-researched rates were being undercut by ‘irresponsible’
newcomers displaying a complete lack of regard for business economics.'®'

Competition also emerged from the need to obtain a ‘back-load’, which boosted
income through the conveyance of goods on the return journey at low rates.'® Although
financially advantageous when the railways charged to return empty rolling stock to the
point of demand, back-loading posed a challenge for road hauliers. Established firms
possessed the advantages of goodwill and multiple depots for acquiring loads and
minimising operating costs; in contrast, the owner-driver relied upon third-party clearing
houses to obtain back-loads for a surcharge.'™ The system was therefore open to
opportunism; Scott and Reid describe how the position of the clearing house as ‘price
takers’ could be manipulated to extract a profit from transactions with sub-contractors by
withholding information about the rate paid by the consigner.'® Traders such as
Sainsbury’s choose to remove the ‘middle-man’ altogether by integrating road haulage into
their organisations, thus reducing the traffic available to the independent haulier.'®’

The situation was exacerbated by a lack of regulation that defined the specific
roles of road haulage, as own-account operators could freely engage in back-loading to
supplement driver wages or improve the return on vehicle investment.'®® The problem

stemmed from the fact that the regular work already undertaken for the owning firm

"% Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 115.

' Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 143.

180 Rate-cutting in goods haulage mirrored a similar development in the bus industry and was reported
regularly within the trade press. Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-
1939,” p. 104; Walker, Road and Rail, p. 22.

'8! “How Rate-Cutting Encourages Malpractices Amongst Hauliers,” The Commercial Motor, LI (March 4,
1930), p. 68; P. Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, pp. 253-255.

182 Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 146; Walker, Road and Rail, p. 97.

183 Scott and Reid, “The White Slavery of the Motor World,” pp. 303-304; Scott, “British Railways and the
Challenge from Road Haulage, 1919-1939,” p. 105; Walker, Road and Rail, p. 100. Clearing Houses could
abuse their position by forcing down rates by not divulging the actual rate offered for the job and
consequently quoting a higher charge, thereby pocketing the difference. Smaller traders could drive a hard-
bargain for their transport needs, particularly wherever competition in that trade was intense.

' Scott and Reid, “The White Slavery of the Motor World,” pp. 305-306.

' Barker and Gerhold, The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, p. 63.

"% Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 143, p. 146.
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permitted the quotation of lower rates for the back-haul, thus placing further pressure upon
the small independent haulier to cut rates. Therefore, the road haulage sector was
acquiring a reputation for its lack of sound business practice and ‘superfluous’ competition
which fostered an expectation amongst traders that haulage rates could be driven
downwards with impunity.'®’

The third reason for road haulage’s inability to establish complete superiority over
the railways during the 1920s was the condition of the road infrastructure. Although a
comprehensive national railway network had developed since the 1830s, the road network
was not in a condition to facilitate a wholesale transfer of freight traffic from rail.
Although the Roads Act (1920) ring-fenced vehicle taxes to produce a Road Fund for
network maintenance, a significant contribution had to be made through local authority

188 Consequently, decades of underinvestment and a

rates, resulting in patchy development.
failure to centralise decision-making had resulted in a poorly-maintained and inefficient
trunk road network. Opportunities to improve the situation were not pursued, as evidenced

by the failure of an early London-Birmingham motorway scheme in Parliament in 1924.'%

2.6 The railways respond to road competition

Although the condition of the trunk roads and the stillborn motorway scheme maintained
the railway industry’s status as principal provider of long-distance transport, the part-
funding of road maintenance through the local rates system became a subject of bitter
dispute.’” Since 1923, the ‘Big Four’ railway companies collectively argued that as
substantial rate payers to local councils, they were subsidising road maintenance and hence

191

their primary competition. ~ Furthermore, the companies suggested that the heavy vehicles

used by haulage firms were responsible for a significant proportion of road surface

87 “Superfluous Competiton,” The Commercial Motor, LI (November 25, 1930), pp. 502-503. The warning
against recklessness in rates had been made as early as 1920. “The Roads and the Railways,” The
Commercial Motor, XXXII (November 9, 1920), p. 454.

188 See Roads Act, 1920, 10 & 11 Geo. 5, c. 72, s. 3. After a series of raids by the Treasury, the Road Fund
was wound-up in 1936. See: Walker, Road and Rail, p. 24.

"% The proposed North-Western motorway scheme was submitted to Parliament in 1923 as a joint public-
private sector initiative that required substantial government grant contributions, with tolls charged to
motorists. The government considered that the latter was not in the public interest as it would represent a
revival of the turnpike. As the government believed there was ‘no public requirement’ for such a road, the
Bill was finally withdrawn in 1924. See P. Merriman, Driving Spaces (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007),
pp- 24-27; “The Construction of Motorways,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XXXVI (1924), p. 252;
“Correspondence: British Roads & Motoring,” Modern Transport, VIII (January 13, 1923), p. 3.

"% The Great Western Railway Magazine took a close interest in the motorway scheme, possibly out of
concern for potential competition in long-distance passenger and goods traffic. See “Road Motor
Competition,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XXXVI (1924), p. 125 and “The Construction of
Motorways,” p. 252.

" “In Passing,” London & North Western Railway Gazette, 10 (1921), p. 266.
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deterioration, and asserted that vehicle taxation failed to account for their share of the
damage. The ‘Big Four’ companies also asserted that their networks were developed and
maintained through their own resources, prompting claims of unequal treatment as the
failure to secure road powers in 1922 had removed any benefit from their contribution to
local rates.'”*

Similarly, the cost and service propaganda disseminated by the road lobby elicited
a response from the railway industry in the guise of two pamphlets published by the
Railway Clearing House (RCH) in 1923 and 1927, which attempted to demonstrate the
negligible impact of railway rates upon food costs.'”® The railways also responded through
technological means; whilst The Commercial Motor lauded the haulier’s offer of door-to-
door services organised according to the user’s needs, the railway industry’s responded
with the demountable container, introduced by the LMS in 1926 and illustrated in Image 2
below."”* The concept provided a solution to the problems of handling, pilferage and small
loads and removed the requirement for expensive packaging to create a flexible service
when combined with railway-operated collection and delivery.195

The container proved successful, as the LMS reported that usage rose from 25,000
tons in 1927 to 129,000 tons in 1930.19° However, the means for their introduction had
existed before the First World War, raising the hypothesis that their appearance in 1926
was a knee-jerk reaction to the threat from road competition, and a response to the labour
issues raised by the General Strike."”’ Furthermore, the gradual emergence of new
container variants throughout the late 1920s and early 1930s suggest that the concept was
not fully realised when introduced; Gourvish highlights that the capital sunk into existing
railway vehicle types meant that the substitution of the fixed railway van with containers

was delayed for several decades.'”®

192 Gir H. Walker, “Statistics,” Southern Railway Magazine, IV (1926), p. 100.

'3 See Railway Clearing House, Railway Rates: How Little They Affect the Cost of Food (London: Railway
Clearing House, 1927).

1% “Railway v Road Transport,” The Commercial Motor, XXXI (August 10, 1920), p. 714; K. Harcourt,
“Railway Containers in the United Kingdom and Europe During the 1920s and 1930s” in From Rails to
Roads and Back Again? A Century of Transport Competition and Interdependency, ed. R. Roth and C. Divall
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 109-110.

195 Harcourt, “Railway Containers in the United Kingdom and Europe,” p. 110; Editorial, LMS Railway
Magazine, X1 (1928), p. 397. The LNER was observing progress on the LMS, publishing an article
highlighting the cost and packing benefits of the container in March 1928. See: “The Use of Containers for
the Transportation of Merchandise,” London & North Eastern Railway Magazine, 18 (1928), p. 98.

1% Editorial, LMS Railway Magazine, VIII (1931), p. 217.

17 Keith Harcourt refers to the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway’s ‘Flat-Bottoms’ for the conveyance of
cotton products during the late nineteenth century as pioneering examples of the rail-mounted container
concept. Harcourt, “Railway Containers in the United Kingdom and Europe,” p. 70.

'8 T_ Gourvish, “The Sea Container Revolution and Road-Rail Competition: A Preliminary Assessment of
Freightliner” in From Rails to Roads and Back Again? A Century of Transport Competition and
Interdependency, ed. R. Roth and C. Divall (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), p. 135.
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Image 2

An LMS container being transhipped in 1936. The photograph illustrates the degree of
coordination between rail and road achieved by the railway companies following the
container’s introduction in 1926; the mechanical horse on the left is evidence of the LMS’
ability to offer a complete door-to-door service to traders. One drawback to the scheme was
the requirement for a mobile crane at every yard. Source: National Railway Museum 1997-
7409_LMS_7933.

Although the demountable container encapsulated the railway industry’s effort to improve
its relationship with traders, the lack of road haulage regulation and the local rates issue
emboldened the ‘Big Four’ to make individual applications for road powers in 1928 in the
interests of equality of treatment. The Commercial Motor warned that the basic railway
cartage operation had produced a loss of £3 million, and suggested that the ‘Big Four’
would cross-subsidise the new operation from revenue to undercut existing hauliers and
eliminate competition.'” Despite the concern, the four Railway (Road Transport) Acts

were passed, permitting the development of rural road services. The GWR unveiled its

1% These concerns were raised in two Commercial Motor articles entitled “Railway-Sought General Road
Powers” and “Railway Bills Before Parliament,” The Commercial Motor, XLVII (February 21, 1928), p. 85.
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Country Lorry Services operation in 1928 followed by the LMS, LNER and the Southern
respectively for the distribution of perishable goods and agricultural commodities such as
milk, feed, fruit and sugar beet, thereby extending the railway presence into areas with

previously sparse coverage.*”

2.7 Establishing goods transport regulation

An important benefit of railway-owned rural and urban road feeder services was a
diversification in traffic when the economic recession between 1929 and 1932 severely
curtailed coal and mineral receipts.””’ The LNER, which suffered heavy revenue losses
because of a decline in steel production in the North East, implemented a rural service in
Eastern England and Southern Scotland to reduce the overheads associated with short-
distance rail haulage. The provision of a door-to-door road service was combined with a
reduction in terminal charges to increase trader demand; the goods tonnage conveyed by
road in the Southern Area consequently rose by 67 per cent from 1,607,312 tons in 1932
and 2,687,507 tons in 1935.%2 Graph 2 provides a snapshot of the expansion of the LNER
lorry fleet from 1,569 to 3,033 vehicles, which took place alongside a reduction of 761
cartage horses between 1933 and 1935.

Graph 2

LNER cartage service motorisation, 1932-1935
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Sources: See Appendix 2, Table 2 (p. 298).

% GWR lorry services were introduced at Didcot, Monmouth, Corwen, Welshpool and Weston-super-Mare.
“Road Transport Department: Cartage,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XL (1928), p. 397.

' Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, p. 245.

292 TNA: RAIL 390/917, 26 April 1933 Memorandum to the Suburban and Road Traffic Committees, p. 1
and TNA: RAIL 390/1055, 22 April 1936 Memorandum to the Suburban and Road Traffic Committees, p. 1.
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The warning published by The Commercial Motor in 1928 that rail-operated road haulage
would fail to stem the overall decline in net revenue, which reached its nadir in 1932 and
failed to break £40 million in subsequent years, is demonstrated in Table 3.°” As
oversupply within the road haulage sector threatened the viability of both modes of
transport, the railway companies made several approaches to the Minister of Transport
between January and March 1932. A Railway Companies Association (RCA) campaign
memorandum entitled ‘Fair Play for the Railways’ pressed the case for the quantitative
regulation of road haulage through licensing on the basis that £16 million in merchandise
receipts had been lost because of road competition between 1924 and 1930.*** Traders’
organisations such as the Mansion House Association on Transport (MHA) attacked the
publication on the grounds that the RCA overstated the deficiency in receipts, which were

alleged to produce a deficit of only £4.3 million.**

Table 3

Total net revenue for Britain’s railway companies, 1929-1938

Total net revenue
(£ thousands)
1929 49,322
1930 42,007
1931 37,562
1932 27,194
1933 29,589
1934 32,255
1935 33,695
1936 36,527
1937 38,624
1938 29,758

Source: D. L. Munby and A. H. Watson, Inland Transport Statistics: Great Britain, 1900-1970,
Volume 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978).

The MHA also accused the railways of tardiness in recognising that there was demand for
improvements in reliability, and attributed the exodus to road haulage to ‘...shortcomings

in this direction [as] repeated labour disputes hastened the development of traders’ own

203 “Railway Bills Before Parliament,” The Commercial Motor, XLVII (February 21, 1928), p. 85.

2% TNA: RAIL 1099/3, January 1932 Railway Companies Association (RCA) Fair Play for the Railways, p.
5,p. 13, p. 14.

25 TNA: MT 6/3352, 14 March 1932 Mansion House Association on Transport (MHA) Observations on the
Memorandum to the Minister of Transport upon the position of the main line railway companies in relation to
Road Transport Competition, dated January 26, 1932, and railway companies’ publicity in connection
therewith, p. 1.
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road delivery fleets’, a process which forms the basis of subsequent chapters.””® The MHA
argued °...that it is neither progressive, nor reasonable to favour a less efficient mode of
transport by imposing penalties upon other and more suitable forms of transport’.207 The
object of the debate was to increase government awareness of the problems facing inland
goods transport, and prompted the Ministry of Transport to appoint a panel of transport
experts chaired by Sir Arthur Salter to establish terms for ‘a fair basis of competition and
division of function between rail and road transport of goods’ in 1932.2%

The objective was to devise a method of regulating road haulage that safeguarded
the future of goods transport and protected the interests of trade and industry.””” Although
The Commercial Motor accused Salter of producing ‘drastic proposals’ that restricted a
trader’s choice, the resultant report concluded that road haulage was a free-for-all where a
prospective haulier had ‘...an unlimited right to enter the industry ...and is often tempted to
force his way in by offering rates which are completely unremunerative’.”'® The Salter
Report thus recommended the introduction of quantity licensing linked to the extent of
transport facilities available within geographical regions, with goods transport coordinated
between long and short-distance traffic; the former being allocated to rail and the latter to
road haulage.”"!

The railway companies were by no means idle whilst Salter was compiling his
report, as they began to probe the legal boundaries of rate-setting to improve their
competitive position. Gilbert Walker describes how the ‘Big Four’ experimented with
existing regulations in 1931 when Robinson’s, a Bristol oil-cake firm, offered the
proportion of its traffic conveyed by road to the GWR on the proviso that a flat rate per ton
to any station within a specified area was chalrged.212 Walker notes that the scheme showed

potential in arresting decline by guaranteeing traffic for a year, whilst Robinson’s would

206 TNA: MT 6/3352, 14 March 1932 MHA Observations, p. 1.

27 TNA: MT 6/3352, 14 March 1932 MHA Observations, p. 9.

2% TNA: RAIL 1124/239, Ministry of Transport (MT) Report on the Conference on Rail and Road Transport
29 Jul 1932, p. 8; Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, pp. 253-255. Sir James Arthur Salter (1881 - 1975)
entered the Civil Service in 1904. After employment at the Admiralty and membership of the secretariat of
the League of Nations, he enjoyed a varied career as a journalist and author. D. Rickett, “Salter, Sir James
Arthur (1881-1975),” The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online
edn, October 2009, accessed 12 September 2016, http://www. oxforddnb.com/view/article/31651.

209 Mance, The Road and Rail Transport Problem, p. 7.

20 F. L. King, “A Reaction to the Salter Report,” The Commercial Motor, LVI (January 27, 1933), p. 827;
TNA: RAIL 1124/239, MT Report on the Conference 29 Jul 1932, p. 32.

21 TNA: RAIL 1124/239, MT Report on the Conference 29 Jul 1932, p. 8, p. 34; Crompton, “Good Business
for the Nation,” p. 141. An important consideration in the development of transport coordination was that the
encroachment of road haulage upon railway business sometimes resulted in vehicle overloading, which
increased the risk of road surface damage. The Report also recommended that the Minister should be advised
by a Central Advisory Committee.

?12 The flat rate equated to the cost-per-ton the trader would have paid had they transferred their business to
road transport, with shorter-distance flows commanding a higher rate that balanced-out the losses made on
longer-distance conveyance. Walker, Road and Rail, pp. 77-78.
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enjoy the convenience of negotiating with a single transport provider.213 However, when
the GWR referred the ‘agreed charge’ to the Railway Rates Tribunal for ratification in
1932, consent was withheld on grounds of ‘undue preference’ and scant evidence that the
scheme would assist the company in achieving its Standard Revenue.*'*

From the railway industry’s perspective, the ruling was emblematic of the
inflexibility of existing regulations. However, the Road and Rail Traffic Act (1933), which
used the Salter Report as its basis, overturned the decision with the addition of a clause
legalising the quotation of agreed charges subject to approval from the Tribunal, with the
question of ‘undue preference’ addressed by granting traders the right of objection.”’” The
agreed charge was therefore an example of railway innovation in rate-setting; when
combined with the ability to continue charging exceptional rates, the ‘Big Four’ were in
possession of important rate-setting tools for acquiring and retaining traffic in the short
term.”'® However, the Act’s sanctioning of quantitative licensing in the interests of
regulating road transport prompted complaints of unequal treatment from the road haulage
sector.”!’

Three licence types were devised for road haulage, and were categorised as ‘A’
for vehicles engaged in general haulage for ‘hire and reward’; ‘B’ for mixed private and
general haulage, and ‘C’ for vehicles employed by traders solely as ancillary transport for
their business; the latter being prohibited from carrying return loads for hire and reward.
Although trade and industry retained flexibility in their transport options, the introduction
of quantitative licensing was accompanied by the right of objection, thus allowing the ‘Big
Four’ railways to influence the amount of competition they faced.”'® However, the system
was weakened by a lack of quantitative licensing for ‘C’ licensees; The Commercial Motor
considered this a fundamental issue for the independent haulage sector as the freedom for
firms to expand own-account transport risked exacerbating the oversupply problem.?"”

The government’s reticence to fully regulate own-account transport presents a
counterpoint to the perception that the railways were the recipients of preferential
treatment as the transition of goods from rail to road continued unchecked, whilst growth

in the number of ‘C’ licensees threatened to squeeze the traffic available to the independent

3 Walker, Road and Rail, p. 77.

2" Walker, Road and Rail, p. 78.

*'5 Road and Rail Traffic Act, 1933, 23 & 24 Geo. 5, c. 53, s. 37 and Walker, Road and Rail, p. 80.

1% Gibson, Road Haulage by Motor in Britain, p. 239; Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, p. 246, p. 257.

7 See Road and Rail Traffic Act, 1933, 23 & 24 Geo. 5, c. 53. Licensing Authorities were originally
established under the Motor Car Act, 1903, 3 Edw. 7, 1903, c. 36.

% Walker, Road and Rail, p. 153.

219 Scott and Reid, “The White Slavery of the Motor World,” p. 302; “Points on Licensing,” The Commercial
Motor, LIX (March 30, 1934), p. 221.
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haulier.””’ The situation was also complicated by the ‘Big Four’, which were permitted to
jointly acquire shares in Hay’s Wharf Limited, a firm which possessed a national network
of warehouses and road haulage depots, in December 1933.*! The terms of the 1933 Act
thus provided a catalyst for a broader debate on the fairness of rail and road transport
regulation for the remainder of the 1930s. In doing so, the combination of railway rate
regulation and quantitative haulage licensing suggested that neither mode gained from

government policy.

2.8 Searching for a ‘Square Deal’ in goods transport,

1934-1939

In tandem with the acquisition of shares in national haulage firms, the railways attempted
to improve their competitive position through other means, including a speeding-up of
freight timetables to meet the trader’s desire for expeditious transport. The scale of
improvement is revealed in LMS Magazine, which boasted 300 train accelerations between
London, Glasgow, Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield and Leeds, whilst 93 per cent of
goods arrived at the receiving station within 24 hours of dispaltch.222 Increased speed
mitigated terminal delays, and pamphlets such as the LNER example in Image 3 below
provided canvassers with the means to sell the ‘Big Four’ railways to the trading
cornrnunity.223 The railway advantage in long-distance goods transport was also guaranteed
by the continuation of the 20mph speed limit for lorries, the observance of which restricted

a haulier’s economical radius of operation.?**

20 TNA: MT 6/3352, 14 March 1932 MHA Observations, p. 5; “Points on Licensing,” p. 221.

2! The share purchase included stakes in its Pickfords and Carter Paterson subsidiaries. Editorial, LMS
Railway Magazine, X (1933), p. 399.

2 “The Speeding-up of Freight Services on the LMS and the Effect on Terminal Operations at Goods
Stations,” LMS Railway Magazine, XI (1934), p. 117, p. 119. The GWR revealed in 1935 that the speeding-
up freight was achieved through the removal of stops. “Acceleration of Freight Trains,” Great Western
Railway Magazine, XLVI (1935), p. 211.

23 Railway canvassing was evolving during the inter-war years. Prior to ‘Grouping’, salesmanship was
targeted at competing with other railway companies for available traffic. After 1921, the rise of road
competition necessitated a change in approach that required the selling of the benefits of rail transport. Such
was the importance accorded to transport sales that the LMS established a school of salesmanship at Derby in
1938. A concise account of railway salesmanship may be found in B. Essery, “Railway Salesmanship,”
Backtrack, Special Issue 1 (2001), pp. 50-51.

> Barker and Gerhold, The Rise and Rise of Road Transport, p. 62. The speed limit for heavy goods
vehicles was introduced in 1903, and was to restrict the sector until the limit was raised to 30 miles per hour
in the 1950s. However, some businesses were willing to pay the extra labour and fuel costs for the door-to-
door advantage offered by road.
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Image 3

‘How the LNER “Expresses” Freight’ was published in October 1932, the year the Salter
Conference published its report on road and rail transport. The pamphlet is typical of the
type published by each of the ‘Big Four’ railway companies in that it stresses the importance
of the railway company to the trading community. It asserts that ‘Efficient freight transport
is vital to the community. Express Freight Services are vital to efficient freight transport’,

and contains details of ten high-speed routes covered by the LNER.

Despite advances in speed and salesmanship on the railways, the goods marshalling yard,
where goods trains were assembled for onward dispatch, remained a key bottleneck. The
assembly of goods trains relied heavily upon manual labour to check, shunt and couple
individual wagons, whilst attempts to improve efficiency in such matters required

substantial investment, as exemplified by the LNER’s introduction of automatic gravity, or
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‘hump’ shunting at its Wath and Whitemoor yards in 1935 % This entailed the installation
of electrically-operated equipment that controlled the descent of the wagon into a siding
with a view to reducing manpower. However, when compared with a small road haulier’s
ability to provide door-to-door transport, the marshalling yard represented a high-cost
answer to the intrinsic inflexibility of railway infrastructure as manual labour was still
required to couple the wagons, as the plan of the LNER’s Whitemoor yard in Image 4

clearly illustrates.

Image 4

Cyanotype plan of LNER Whitemoor Yard, 1930. Trains arrived in the reception sidings on
the right, wagons uncoupled and shunted over a hump. The wagons enter the sorting sidings
by gravity, with speed regulated by the retarders. New trains are formed in the sorting
sidings, where wagons are re-coupled prior to being shunted to the departure roads.
Although several of these processes were automated, the process retained dependent upon

manual labour. Source: National Railway Museum: Stratford Works Archive SX531.

2 The first gravity-shunting yard was established by the LNER at Whitemoor, near March, Cambridgeshire,
and was modelled on Hamm yard, Germany. “Mechanised Marshalling Yards,” Modern Transport, XLI
(August 19, 1939), p. 2.
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The difference between the railway industry’s need to self-fund its infrastructure and the
road industry’s unregulated cost plus approach to rate-setting became the subject of a 1937
Transport Advisory Council report.”?® The report recommended that all independent road
hauliers should operate under a regulated, standardised rates regime comparable to the
railway industry’s existing rates classification system.”>’ However, whilst there was some
support from hauliers hit by indiscriminate rate cutting, the proposal threatened to restrict
trader flexibility whenever rates were increased; Table 3 (p. 66) raises the hypothesis that
a five per cent general increase in railway rates had prompted a transfer to road haulage as
the railways experienced a £8,219 decline in net receipts between 1937 and 1938.”*® The
loss thus provided the context for a second campaign to raise public and political
awareness of the difficulties facing the ‘Big Four’.

The ‘Square Deal’ campaign commenced in November 1938 and marked a
change in approach to the previous ‘Fair Play for the Railways’ campaign; instead of
lobbying for an increase in the regulation of road haulage, the railways campaigned for the
deregulation of the railway rate mechanism. Commenting upon the campaign, Brigadier-
General Sir Osborne Mance of the International Chamber of Commerce records that it
attempted to highlight the importance of the railways to Britain’s economic wellbeing in
peace and war, thereby justifying an overhaul of existing regulation to obtain a similar
level of flexibility to that enjoyed by the road haulier when setting rates.””’ The campaign
thus labelled restrictions such as the statutory ‘undue preference, ‘common carrier’ and
rate-publishing obligations as barriers to effective transport co-ordination, defined as ‘the
correct economic distribution of traffic between road and rail’.**°

The railways proposed the dissolution of the 1928 rates classification on grounds
that its inflexibility and bureaucracy had prevented ‘snap quotations’ based upon a trader’s
immediate requirements and encouraged road encroachment upon railway business.

Instead, the railway companies suggested that they should be free to adjust charges

2% The Transport Advisory Council was created by the Road and Rail Transport Act (1933) to advise the
Minister on transport coordination and rates. Road and Rail Traffic Act, 1933, 23 & 24 Geo. 5, c. 53, s. 46.
27 peter Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Transport, 1919-39,” p. 112, p. 119; Mance,
The Road and Rail Transport Problem, p. 10.

¥ Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from Road Transport, 1919-39,” p. 109; “Railway Rates and
Charges: Effect of Increases,” Modern Transport, XXXIX (May 21, 1938), p. 10.

229 Mance, The Road and Rail Transport Problem, p. 112; Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, p. 246.
Brigadier General Sir Henry Osborne Mance (1875 - 1966) was a Royal Engineer who was Deputy Assistant
Director of Railways and Armoured Trains at Kimberley, Northern Cape during the Boer War. He was
appointed Director of Canals at the Ministry of War Transport in 1941. “MANCE, Brigadier-General Sir H.
Osborne,” Who Was Who, A & C Black, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing plc, 1920-2016; online edn,
Oxford University Press, 2014, accessed 12 September 2016, http://www.ukwhoswho.com/view/article
/oupww /whowaswho/U49046/MANCE_Brigadier-General_Sir_H._Osborne?index=1&results=Quick
searchResults &query=0.

B0«An Appeal from the Railways,” Modern Transport, XL (November 26, 1938), p. 1; Mance, The Road
and Rail Transport Problem, p. 16.
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according to prevailing economic conditions. New rates would be quoted on a basis of
‘reasonableness’ and not with reference to a fixed Standard Revenue; any disputes would

2! Whilst the Conservative Minister

be settled by a reconfigured Railway Rates Tribunal
of Transport, Euan Wallace agreed that there was a ‘prima-facie’ case for some reform in
the light of railway losses, the ‘Big Four’s proposals demonstrate an ignorance of their
longer-term implications. >

Though cumbersome, the existing legislative structure provided checks and
balances which encouraged careful consideration of rate alterations, raising the hypothesis
that the risk associated with their removal was that more freight would be carried for less
income. This is evidenced by the fact that larger trading firms had successfully watered-
down the ‘Square Deal’ proposals by demanding a month’s notice for rate increases, thus
providing an opportunity to switch to own-account or contract road haulage.””> The
scheme’s successful implementation thus depended upon the establishment of goodwill
between all parties; furthermore, Mance’s contemporary critique of the campaign suggests
that any agreement depended upon the formation of a transport oligopoly in the road
haulage sector to achieve closer alignment with rail transport.**

However, the campaign revealed some common ground; the traffic carried by ‘C’
transport was an area of mutual interest between ‘A’ licensees and the ‘Big Four’ railway
companies. This produced a conditional agreement for voluntary cooperation in setting
merchandise rates for ratification within an Act of Parliament that pegged road and rail
tariffs together to prevent undercutting.”>> Whilst °...delighted to see that road and rail
interests are getting together and are [voluntarily] progressing with the groundwork of co-

3

ordination’, Wallace delayed drafting the Bill and suggested that °‘...the spirit [of

cooperation] is of more importance than the letter’.**® This lack of commitment stemmed

»1 “Railways Appeal for Freedom,” Modern Transport, XL (November 26, 1938), 9; Rounding Off the
‘Square Deal’,” Modern Transport, XL (May 27, 1939), p. 2.

2 “Railways and Road Competition,” Great Western Railway Magazine, 51 (1939), p. 25. David Euan
Wallace (1892 - 1941) was an army officer and Conservative Member of Parliament for Hornsey from 1924.
Appointed Minister of Transport by Neville Chamberlain in 1939. R. Woolven, “Walace, (David) Euan
(1892-1941),” The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, May 2012, accessed
12 September 2016, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/38097.

33 “Rounding Off the ‘Square Deal’,” p. 2; Mance, The Road and Rail Transport Problem, pp. 11-12. One
might speculate that the resultant reduction in traffic would have forced the ‘Big Four’ railway companies to
review their rates and penalise smaller concerns and driving them to general hauliers, worsening their
financial position.

2% Mance, The Road and Rail Transport Problem, pp. 121-130.

3 A concession offered by the railways in return for cooperation from the road haulage sector was that it
would not oppose ‘A’ and ‘B’ licence applications for a period of two years after the passing of the Act.
“The Railway Demand: Conditional Support from Road Interests,” Modern Transport, XL (December 3,
1938), p. 13.

% HC Deb 05 July 1939, vol 349, col 1345.
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from the government’s preoccupation with national defence, and the ‘Square Deal’ was

quietly shelved after the declaration of war against Germany in September 1939.%7

2.9 Planning for war, 1938-1939

Government preparations for possible conflict with Germany began in 1936, although
specific plans for transport were predicated upon the belief that rail and road had the

capacity to make substantial contributions to the war effort.**®

In the case of the railways,
preparations began in earnest after the Munich Crisis in September 1938, when the
government appointed a new Railway Executive Committee (REC) as an advisory body

3

charged with developing strategies to ‘...[maintain] supplies and services essential to the
life of the community’.”* Chaired by Sir Ralph Wedgwood of the LNER, the Committee
comprised senior managers from the °‘Big Four’ railways to address a series of
organisational and operational challenges such as traffic prioritisation; the prevention of
congestion at key railway junctions and docks, and the evacuation of children.**

From the government’s perspective, the focus was to achieve an orderly transition
to wartime operation, and a Ministry of War Transport Railway Control Officer was tasked
with establishing control. By August 1939, an Order of Defence Regulations had been
prepared which empowered the Minister of War Transport to assume control of transport
assets in the national interest.**' Various railway assets including docks, road transport
operations and warehousing would enter the jurisdiction of the Ministry of War Transport

through the REC, which became the principal means of railway management once the

Order was enacted. However, after establishing a chain of command, the government

7 An article in Modern Transport suggested that the campaign was ‘hollow’, and that it was essentially a
‘kite-flying’ exercise that developed with the public mood, and was by no means a firm policy commitment.
A more recent article by Edward Gibbins suggests that the lack of progress in 1939 was because the Minister
of Transport had no intention of conceding to the railways, as it would have necessitated the future
government subsidy of industries tied to the railways to overcome potentially extortionate rates. See: “After
the ‘Square Deal’,” Modern Transport, XL (June 7, 1939), p. 7 and E. Gibbins, “The ‘Square Deal’
Campaign,” Backtrack, 27 (2013), p. 684.

% C. 1. Savage, History of the Second World War- Inland Transport (London: HMSO, 1957), pp. 43-44.

239 Bell, History of the British Railways during the War, p. 5.

0 Sir Ralph Lewis Wedgwood (1874 - 1956) joined the NER in 1896, and succeeded Eric Geddes as Chief
Goods Officer in 1912. Appointed General Manager of the NER in 1922 and the LNER following
‘Grouping’ in 1923. G. Hughes, “Wedgwood, Sir Ralph Lewis, first baronet (1874—1956),” The Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, January 2008, accessed 12
September 2016, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/36813.

! The Railway Executive Committee was originally formed in 1912 in response to a threat of war between
France and Germany in 1911. A committee of railway managers was assembled by the then War Minister, J.
B. Haldane, to assess their respective companies’ abilities to supply the nation from the western ports in the
event of British involvement in such a conflict. See J. A. B. Hamilton, Britain’s Railways in World War 1
(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1967), pp. 21-25.

74



assumed that excess line capacity resulting from traffic volatility during the latter 1930s
was sufficient for the railways to absorb wartime traffic increases.***

In contrast to the railways, the sheer number of independent hauliers and the lack
of a unifying representative body made pre-war preparations for road haulage difficult.**®
This was made clear in a government booklet issued to all goods licensees in 1939, as the
foreword indicated the need for a strategy that would ‘...work smoothly from the very
beginning of a war, but at the same time will be elastic enough to meet changing
conditions’.*** The principal purpose of the booklet was to communicate the necessity to
save fuel in the event of war, when priority would be given to military and civil defence
organisations. However, the existence of 500,000 vehicles and 200,000 commercial
operators posed the problem of ‘thousands of individuals ...going his own way’.**

The plan proposed by the Minister was based upon the advice of the Road
Transport (Defence) Advisory Committee, which consisted of ‘leading men in the road
transport industry’.**® The plan entailed the formation of voluntary groups of 25 to 100
licence holders to assist the government in securing the best use of road transport and the
best use of fuel.**’ This was to be achieved by directing the majority of goods traffic to the
railways, which used an indigenous fuel that was less vulnerable to shortage and
disruption. Consequently, Britain’s road haulage sector was organised into 9,500 haulier
groups administered by a regional Road Transport Defence Organisation, which in turn
was based upon the existing structure of the road Licensing Authority.***

Other important aspects of the scheme included the pooling of lorries engaged in
similar work into groups, whilst vehicles also remained in the area in which they were
registered for the duration of the conflict to ease the administration of fuel rationing and
prevent wasteful cross-haulage.”*” However, the organisation lacked statutory compulsion
and relied upon industry goodwill; indeed, the government’s expectation that the railways
would provide the bulk of wartime haulage capacity suggests that it had ‘insufficient
» 250

appreciation of the crucial part that road transport must inevitably play in wartime’.

Government control over the railways was established when the Minister passed an

242 Savage, Inland Transport, pp. 44-48; Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, pp. 89-90.

3 Savage, Inland Transport, pp. 75-76.

244 Ministry of Transport, Organisation of Road Transport for a Defence Emergency: Goods Vehicles
(London: HMSO, 1939), p. 5.

3 Ministry of Transport, Organisation of Road Transport, p. 5.

6 Ministry of Transport, Organisation of Road Transport, p. 5.

7 Ministry of Transport, Organisation of Road Transport, p. 5.

¥ Savage, Inland Transport, p. 77.

9 Savage, Inland Transport, pp. 77-78.

»9 M. Seth-Smith, The Long Haul: A Social History of the British Commercial Vehicle Industry (London:
Hutchinson Benham, 1975), p. 125.
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Emergency (Railway Control) Order on 1 September 1939 to facilitate the evacuation of
children. Although initially expected to continue with ‘business as usual’ where possible,
the ‘Big Four’ gradually issued notices that services were liable to disruption, with goods
accepted on the proviso that the railway companies would not accept responsibility for loss

or delaly.251

2.10 Goods transport in wartime and planning for peace,

1940-1945

The railway companies had gained the status of contractors to the government, which
exercised greater control over finances when the Treasury implemented a revenue-pooling
scheme as an anti-inflation measure in February 1940. This guaranteed the railways a flat
annual payment of nearly £40 million for services rendered, with any excess divided
between each company and the government up to a total of £56 million.”*> Government
traffic was granted a 33 per cent reduction on peacetime rates, and the railways requested,
and obtained, permission for a 17 per cent general increase in non-government
merchandise traffic rates.”>> With inflationary pressures continuing to threaten Britain’s
price-controlled economy in 1941, a revised ‘Railway Control Agreement’ was issued to
fix the annual payment at £43 million, with the balance going to the Exchequer.”*

Despite protecting the wider economy, a profound increase in traffic between
1941 and 1944 produced a potential £350 million in revenue; instead, the Treasury
received £178 million in ‘excess profits’, leaving the railways with £172 million to fund
running repairs, meet rising operating costs and plan for peacetime.”> The impact of this
arrangement, namely a lack of compensation for wear and tear, was to be long-term; the
short-term problem concerned the operation of Britain’s railways in wartime when attrition
in materials, manpower and equipment precipitated the accumulation of maintenance
arrears. Therefore, the outbreak of war had imposed a moratorium upon road and rail
competition, yet also marked the beginning of an erosion of service reliability.

Wartime adjustment was initially characterised by the deceleration of railway

passenger and goods services to reduce locomotive wear and coal consumption. Robert

5! «Government Control of the Railways,” Southern Railway Magazine, XVIII (1940), p. 72.

2 The payment was also granted to the London Passenger Transport Board. Bell, History of the British
Railways during the War, pp.10-13. See also Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, pp. 90-91.

233 Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, p. 91.

% This agreement also represented an adjustment relating to the railway industry’s failure to obtain more the
full £56 million in revenue in 1940. Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, p. 92.

3 Bell, History of the British Railways during the War, p. 239.
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Bell’s post-war analysis of Britain’s railways at war cites the disbandment of ‘next-day’
goods services, including the LNER’s ‘Green Arrow’ express freight service, as a
symptom of the attrition facing the industry, with goods trains lengthened to achieve more
with fewer resources.”® Although general merchandise continued to be carried, it was
secondary in priority to war materials and food, and therefore prone to heavy delays. The
REC also conceded that congestion was partially self-inflicted due to inadequate wagon
clearance procedures; the later than anticipated commencement of aerial bombardment in

September 1940 thus provided a brief breathing space for addressing these matters.”’

Image 5

War damage at Derby station after an air raid on 15 January, 1941, and indicative of the
disruption experienced at various locations across Britain’s railway network during the

conflict. Source: National Railway Museum DS091161-82597.

Thereafter, stations, marshalling yards and railway junctions became prime targets, and the
destruction depicted in Image 5 or the dislocation of rolling stock impacted upon the
railway industry’s capacity to serve strategic assets such as the ports. Consequently, shore

warehousing overflowed and caused a rise in shipping demurrage, a key point of concern

28 Bell, History of the British Railways during the War, p. 9.
T «“December 1939,” London & North Eastern Railway Magazine, 30 (1940), p. 3; Bell, History of the
British Railways during the War, p. 82.
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in the official and subsequent histories of wartime distribution.”® R. J. Hammond and
Lizzie Collingham suggest that the port situation was complicated by the government’s
pre-war supply strategy, which determined that essential commodities normally entering
the country via the east coast, such as grain, would be diverted to west coast ports at
Liverpool, Glasgow and elsewhere to counteract the anticipated U-Boat threat.”’ In the
case of Liverpool, the railways were expected to ferry grain traffic to the mills of eastern
England across the Pennines over lines with restricted capacity, such as the Diggle and
Woodhead routes from Manchester to Leeds and Sheffield respectively.?®

By October 1940, an all-railway working party had been established to analyse
port congestion and propose solutions. Summarising the report, Christopher Savage’s
official history of wartime transport suggests that the haphazard organisation of the
government’s own rail traffic had a negative impact upon the operational capacity of the
railways, as three separate Ministries used network as a matter of priority.”®' Inter-
departmental competition for finite transport resources meant that wagons were hoarded by
the Ministry of Supply and the War Department at the expense of the Ministry of Food’s
distribution operations. The working party thus emphasised the need for more systematic
planning according to anticipated traffic requirements through closer cooperation between
railways, ports, traders and government departments.*®*

Such planning required the pooling of the wagon fleet, thus ensuring that
specialist vehicles were allocated to locations with greatest need; new construction was
constrained by the manufacture of war material at railway works.”®® To assist, wagon
demurrage charges were altered to increase availability and speed up unloading. In 1937,
the demurrage charge for an ordinary wagon was 17p per day on the Southern railway after
a free initial 24-hour period for unloading; from December 1940, the charge was doubled
to 34p per day by the Minister of War Transport.”** This supplemented a ‘nominated

loading’ system, which entailed the holding-back of part-loads for dispatch on specified

% The ‘port problem’ in the case of food is considered in the official war history of the Ministry of Food.
See R. J. Hammond, History of the Second World War- Food Vol. III: Studies in Administration and Control
(London: HMSO, 1962), p. 520. See also Seth-Smith, The Long Haul, p. 125.

*% R. J. Hammond, History of the Second World War- Food Vol. I (London: HMSO, 1951), p. 24; L.
Collingham, The Taste of War: World War Two and the Battle for Food (London: Penguin, 2013), pp. 104-
105; Seth-Smith, The Long Haul, p. 124.

260 Hammond, Food Vol. I, p. 69; Savage, Inland Transport, p. 47.

261 Bell, History of the British Railways during the War, p. 25; Savage, Inland Transport (London: HMSO,
1957), p. 63, p. 115, p. 378; Hammond, Food Vol. I, p. 59; Savage, Inland Transport, pp. 230-231.

292 Bell, History of the British Railways during the War, p. 83.

263 Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, p. 97.

% The quoted charges have been decimalised to new pence. Sources: Southern Railway, Scales of charges
and general instructions in respect to demurrage and siding rent on wagons containing merchandise and
coal, coke & patent fuel, also demurrage on railway companies’ containers (London: Southern Railway,

1937), p. 1; HC Deb 6 December 1939, vol 355, col 631.
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days, thus ensuring more economical wagon use, a reduction in journey times and the
ability to forward plaln.265

The conflict had also presented the Ministry of War Transport with an opportunity
to consider the future needs of inland transport in Britain, with two important points of
discussion being the maintenance of efficient transport and road network development. In
the first instance, a report prepared by Sir Cyril Hurcomb at the Ministry of War Transport
in July 1943 recorded that railway finances were key to post-war stalbility.266 In this
respect, Hurcomb referred to what Gourvish describes as a ‘radical’ report compiled by Dr
W. H. Coates and Sir Alfred Robinson on behalf of the then-Minister of Transport, Lord
John Reith in 1940, which proposed the creation of a single, monopolist transport
organisation.”®’ Although shelved by Reith’s successor, J. T. C. Moore-Brabazon, the
report, entitled ‘The Transport Problem in Great Britain’, also speculated upon the
outcome of the ‘Square Deal’” campaign had it not been interrupted by the war.*®

The authors dismissed the scheme on the grounds that it ignored the ‘...underlying
differences of the differing rates structures of the two sides of the [transport] Industry’;
although the proposals appeared to ‘...free the railways from their legislative shackles, they
will not effectively do so in practice’.”® Hurcomb considered that a ‘Square Deal Bill’
would be a palliative at best, as the railways would require ‘more radical treatment at an
early date’.”” Other schemes considered included the creation of a ‘national clearing

house’ that would allocate traffic to the most appropriate mode of transport.”’'

% «“December 1939,” London & North Eastern Railway Magazine, p. 3.

% See TNA: MT 64/1, July 1943 Coordination of Inland Transport pp. 1-2. Cyril William Hurcomb was a
career Civil Servant. Transferred to the Admiralty in 1914 and the Ministry of Shipping in 1916, he
eventually joined the fledgling Ministry of Transport in 1919. Tasked with the ‘Grouping’ of the railways,
Hurcomb was appointed Permanent Secretary in 1927, a position he retained until 1937. He rejoined the
Ministry during the Second World War, and was appointed the first Chairman of the British Transport
Commission following nationalisation in 1947. He was elevated to the peerage as Baron Hurcomb in 1950.
M. Nicholson, “Hurcomb, Cyril William, Baron Hurcomb (1883-1975),” rev. Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004, accessed 12 Sept 2016,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/31268.

7 Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-73, pp. 17-18. Dr. Coates was a director of ICI, and Robinson a Deputy
Secretary at the Ministry of War Transport. John Charles Walsham Reith was the first Director General of
the BBC. After leaving the Corporation in 1938, he became Chairman of Imperial Airways. He was
Appointed Minister of Transport in 1940 after a brief spell as Minister for Information. I. Mclntyre, “Reith,
John Charles Walsham, first Baron Reith (1889-1971),” The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
online edn, January 2011, accessed 12 September 2016, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/31596.

268 Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 17; TNA: MT 64/11, 15 October 1940 Preliminary Report
Submitted to the Minister pp. 4-5. John Theodore Cuthbert Moore-Brabazon (1884 - 1964) was an aviator
and Conservative Member of Parliament for Chatham until 1929. He was subsequently elevated to a life peer
as Baron Brabazon of Tara, and was appointed Minister of Transport in 1940. K. Rose, “Brabazon, John
Theodore Cuthbert Moore-, first Baron Brabazon of Tara (1884-1964),” rev. Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, January 2011, accessed 12 September 2016,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/32018.

29 TNA: MT 64/1, July 1943 Coordination of Inland Transport p. 1.

7O TNA: MT 64/1, July 1943 Coordination of Inland Transport p. 1.

I TNA: MT 64/1, July 1943 Coordination of Inland Transport pp. 1-2.
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Furthermore, a plan submitted by Sir Osborne Mance advocated the ‘separation of
responsibility for the respective permanent ways of road and rail from the responsibility for
the operation of transport’ in a manner which presaged the relationship between Railtrack,
Network Rail and Britain’s Train Operating Companies after privatisation in 1994.%7*

Hurcomb emphasised that there was an urgent requirement for ‘...a definite view
of the manner in which we mean to prevent the condition of Inland Transport slipping back
into one of competitive chaos immediately the war is over’ 2" Dr Coates’ shelved proposal
for a transport monopoly which united canal, rail and long-distance road haulage under a
central management structure gained renewed interest, as it solved the ‘problem of co-
ordination in a complete and drastic fashion’.”’”* Whilst Hurcomb suggested that such a
monopoly would provide ‘financial and administrative difficulties’ that would give rise to
‘much controversy’, the importance of inland transport provided ample justification for
directing thoughts towards creating a ‘national transport authority’, presaging the policy of
nationalisation that was eventually adopted.275

The second aspect of post-war inland transport considered by the Ministry of War
Transport was the development of Britain’s road network, a debate summarised in Peter
Merriman’s Driving Spaces.”’® Merriman refers to a memorandum prepared by Frederick
Cook, Chief Engineer of the Ministry of War Transport in mid-1942, which set the agenda
for the government’s peacetime road policy, which had previously been ‘determined by the
principles laid down by a former Minister (Mr. Hore-Belisha)’ in 1936, which was merely
to incrementally ‘...improve the system we now have’.”’’ Although a fact-finding tour of
Germany in 1937 had softened the Ministry’s stance towards the construction of a new
national road network, Merriman records that inter-war policy was stifled by slowing
economic growth and rising defence expenditure, which prevented the construction of a
Carnforth-Warrington motorway and planning for a toll-free version of the 1923 London-
Birmingham scheme.”’®
Cook acknowledged that the circumstances prevailing in 1936 could not apply to

the post-war period, and recommended that a decision should be made as to whether ‘...it is

in the national interest that the construction of a system of motorways shall form part of the

272 Mance, The Road and Rail Transport Problem, p. 141.

7 TNA: MT 64/1, July 1943 Coordination of Inland Transport p. 2.

% TNA: MT 64/1, July 1943 Coordination of Inland Transport p. 1.

> TNA: MT 64/1, July 1943 Coordination of Inland Transport p. 1.

7% Merriman, Driving Spaces, pp. 43-46.

"7 Merriman, Driving Spaces, p. 45; TNA: MT 64/4, Post War Planning and Motorways p. 1 and HC Deb 11
November 1936, vol 317, col 866.

8 p. Merriman, “Motorways and the Modernisation of Britain’s Road Network, 1937-70” in From Rails to
Roads and Back Again? A Century of Transport Competition and Interdependency, ed. C. Divall and R. Roth
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 319-320.
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post-war programme’.””” The memorandum’s comparative analysis of the Italian and
German motorway programmes suggest that despite high initial cost, their construction
provided a means of reducing traffic congestion and increasing road capacity in a Britain
that was °‘...under-vehicled in relation to population and over-vehicled in relation to road
mileage’, indicating that a new road network would complement existing trunk routes.**
Cook thus suggested that improved roads would encourage long-distance door-to-
door transport, whilst motorways built to serve densely-populated areas were also
envisaged to give rural businesses direct access to lucrative urban markets, thus permitting
direct competition with the railways in merchandise traffic.®' The issue was also being
pressed by a vocal road lobby, which extolled the benefits a new, potentially faster road
network would have for the economy. Whilst a sympathetic Labour government was
elected in 1945, economic headwinds continued to delay motorway construction.
Furthermore, the Labour government’s election campaign had focused upon the
implementation of sweeping reforms to place industry ‘...[into] the service of the nation’

) . . 282
and a commitment to nationalise inland transport.

2.11 From nationalisation to reorganisation: goods transport

1945-1955

The Labour government’s pursuit of nationalisation in 1945 was the culmination of
political debate and frustration at the lack of economic planning directed towards
protecting the ailing ‘commanding heights’ of British industry.”® In the case of transport,
this entailed imposing control over private interest.”® The implication was that the arms-
length approach to regulation prevailing before 1939 had failed to secure an effective
settlement of the competition between rail and road through private enterprise, which had

instead created a prolonged ‘struggle with sectional interests’.**> The Labour government

7 TNA: MT 64/4, Post War Planning and Motorways p. 1.

20 TNA: MT 64/4, Post War Planning and Motorways p. 2, p. 12.

281 Merriman, “Motorways and the Modernisation of Britain’s Road Network,” p. 320; TNA: MT 64/4, Post
War Planning and Motorways pp. 12-13.

282 The Labour Party, Let Us Face the Future: A Declaration of Labour Policy for the Consideration of the
Nation (London: The Labour Party, 1945), p. 5.

MR, Milward, “Industrial Organisation and Economic Factors in Nationalisation” in The Political Economy
of Nationalisation in Britain, 1920-1950, ed. R. Millward and J. Singleton (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), p. 5.

2% Crompton, “The Railway Companies, 1920-1950,” pp. 140-141.

85 The Labour Party, Let Us Face the Future, p. 7; J. Singleton, “Labour, the Conservatives and
Nationalisation” in The Political Economy of Nationalisation in Britain, 1920-1950, ed. R. Millward and J.
Singleton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 23.
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thus advocated intervention through the Ministry of Transport, which maintained its
control over the ‘Big Four’ railways throughout the nationalisation process.

From the railway industry’s perspective, the threat of imminent public ownership
meant distraction and uncertainty, which prevented the implementation of post-war
investment plans, as the government’s continuing control over railway finances
immediately prior to nationalisation extended to the development fund created from
wartime operating profits.”® The consequence was an inability to address wartime
maintenance arrears; the period 1945-1947 was instead characterised by disinvestment and
service deterioration which outwardly confirmed the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Hugh
Dalton’s exclamation that the ‘Big Four’ companies were ‘a very poor bag of physical

287
assets’.

The deterioration in service quality was evidenced by a severe locomotive
shortage that adversely impacted upon the freight business during the winter of 1947.

The adverse impact emerged from the railway industry’s decision to tackle the
situation by imposing freight embargoes, a strategy that risked hastening the contraction of
traffic since 1945.2%8 However, the Southern Railway’s Chairman, Colonel Eric Gore-
Browne condemned the Labour government’s lack of assistance in 1947.*> Gore-Browne
argued to shareholders that nationalisation was driven by ideology rather than a real
concern for the state of transport, and was the latest ‘ham-fisted’ scheme to emerge from a
chronic lack of continuity in transport policy since the creation of the Ministry of Transport
in 1919.%° In short, railway managers argued that the combination of government control

of investment and the uncertainty of nationalisation had rendered them impotent in

delivering the renewal and re-equipment demanded by the trading community.

286 Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 6; M. Bonavia, The Organisation of British Railways (London:
Ian Allan, 1971), pp. 34-35; The government retained control of £40 million contained in a trust fund to
assist track maintenance, exacerbated the worsening operational and financial position of the ‘Big Four’
railways. “Victory and After,” London & North Eastern Railway Magazine, 35 (1945), p. 102.

287 Crompton, “The Railway Companies, 1920-1950,” p. 140; HC Deb 17 December 1946, vol 431, col 1809.
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Baron Dalton. Appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer by Clement Attlee in 1945, Dalton’s statement
overlooked the fact that the ‘Big Four’ were large concerns and had to allocate financial resources
accordingly. In this regard, the attack might be interpreted as making political capital out of maintenance
arrears and labour shortages. B. Pimlott, “Dalton, (Edward) Hugh Neale, Baron Dalton (1887-1962),”
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, January 2011,
accessed 12 Sept 2016, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/32697.

288 Munby and Watson, Inland Transport Statistics; “Traffic Restrictions,” London & North Eastern Railway
Magazine, 47 (1947), p. 4.

289 «Southern Railway Annual Meeting: The Chairman’s Speech,” Southern Railway Magazine, XXV (1947),
pp- 69-70. Colonel Eric Gore-Browne 1885-1964) was a soldier and banker at Glyn, Mills & Co., and was
appointed as Chairman of the Southern Railway’s Board in 1944. “GORE-BROWNE, Col Sir Eric,” Who
Was Who, A & C Black, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing plc, 1920-2016; online edn, Oxford
University Press, 2014, accessed 12 September 2016 http://www.ukwhoswho.com/view/article/oupww
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20 «Southern Railway Annual Meeting: The Chairman’s Speech,” Southern Railway Magazine, XXV (1947),
pp. 69-70.
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Gore-Browne’s critique also chimed with sentiments expressed within the
independent long-distance road haulage sector. This was because the Labour government
was also intent on nationalising long-distance road haulage in a bid to limit competition for
traffic which could be conveyed by rail. The plan attracted fierce criticism from the
haulage lobby’s newly-formed Road Haulage Association and was a basis for cooperation
with the ‘Big Four’ railways; however, the ‘ill-conceived, ill-drafted [and] tyrannical’

2! The Act determined

Transport Act gained Parliamentary approval on 15 August 1947.
that inland waterways and the ‘Big Four’ railways would be vested into a British Transport
Commission (BTC) on January 1, 1948, which would provide strategic management for
British transport and was answerable to the Minister of Transport. The day-to-day
management of inland transport was to be delegated to several Executive bodies including
the Railway Executive (RE), which managed the newly-formed British Railways (BR), and
the Road Haulage Executive (RHE).

Michael Bonavia’s history of the BTC argues that the relationship between the
BTC and Executives was determined by the individual circumstances of their creation.”*
The RE possessed managerial continuity as its personnel was selected from existing
employees to ease the transition from a private to nationalised entity, whilst it oversaw
regions that roughly corresponded with the ‘Big Four’. However, Bonavia and Gourvish
suggest that the retention of management personnel with close association with the ‘Big
Four’ was risky, as ‘personalities and nostalgia’ threatened to create a rift between
operational and strategic management.””” Furthermore, hopes of a post-nationalisation
investment programme to address the ongoing maintenance arrears were dashed when
declining economic fortunes forced the government to impose a moratorium on capital

spending.”*

With the BTC queuing in an order of national priorities that included health
and education, tension with the RE increased.

In contrast, the development of the RHE was initially complex as it required the
legal ratification of purchase agreements made between the BTC and thousands of
individual haulage firms. However, their settlement secured substantial lorry fleets and a

transfer of experienced personnel, whilst the haulage industry’s fragmentation ultimately

#! “Curtain on Act I,” Commercial Motor, LXXXVI (August 15, 1947), pp. 49-50.

2 M. R. Bonavia, The Nationalisation of British Transport: The Early History of the British Transport
Commission (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987), pp. 38-59.

3 Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 67; Bonavia, The Nationalisation of British Transport, pp. 64-
66.

! Bonavia, The Nationalisation of British Transport, p. 64; D. N. Clough, The Modernisation Plan: British
Railways’ Blueprint for the Future (Hersham: Ian Allan, 2014), p. 11, p. 14.
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worked in the RHE’s favour because of the smaller-scale of company loyallties.295
Therefore, the main organisational challenge facing the RHE was acquisition, and whilst
the Transport Act had anticipated this by setting a deadline of October 1948, it would take
until 1951 before British Road Services (BRS), the trading name of the RHE, was
operational, having absorbed 3,766 long-distance haulage firms and 41,265 lorries.”*

The creation of BRS ensured that freight traffic could be allocated between the
nationalised concerns efficiently, with small loads conveyed by road, and bulkier loads by
rail. A 25-mile operating restriction was imposed upon remaining independent hauliers to
give BRS a monopoly over remaining long-distance road transport operations.”®’ This
posed two problems, the first being a reduction in choice available to traders, as
highlighted in later chapters, whilst the implementation of fixed tariffs was followed by
rates increases to improve the relationship between costs and income.””® This was because
‘a number of rates were uneconomic and required upward revision’, whilst the proceeds
from general rates increases ranging from two to ten per cent would finance an overhaul
programme, the scale of which resulted in a -£1 million deficit in net receipts in 1950.%”
Whilst this was a visible attempt to improve the quality of service provided by BRS, the
concentration of transport provision within a single organisation increased the risk of
disruption during trade union disputes, as exemplified by a failed attempt to amalgamate
all of the BTC’s road collection and delivery services within a single organisation.3 00

The BTC attempted to transfer control of the RE’s road collection and delivery
services to the RHE, which generated administrative difficulties and trade union pressure
over redundancies caused by the amalgamation, causing a stoppage at St. Pancras goods

3 The tension between the BTC and the Executives was compounded by a period of

depot.
drift within the Labour party before a new Conservative government committed to the
denationalisation of long-distance road haulage was elected in October 1951.°*> The plan

was formalised under the Transport Act (1953), although a lack of safeguards meant that

% Rail-owned haulage firms such as Pickfords formed the basis of the RHE’s holdings between 1948 and
1949. Bonavia, The Nationalisation of British Transport, pp. 75-76.

% Bonavia, The Nationalisation of British Transport, p. 78.
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a permit, which was granted by the authorities on a case-by-case basis.
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BR faced competition from the rump of BRS, private hauliers and ‘C’ licensees.*” Despite
demonstrating recognition of the importance of road haulage to the national economy, the
Act contained little consideration for BR’s ability to exist alongside a reinvigorated road
haulage sector. Instead, the government commenced another reorganisation by abolishing
the RE and dividing its responsibilities between the BTC and regional management.*”*
Although the Act anticipated renewed transport competition by removing all railway rate
restrictions except maximum charges, success would ultimately hinge upon the outcome of

investment funding released to the railways in 1955.>%

2.12 The ‘Modernisation Plan’, 1955-1959

In 1955, BR’s freight business was characterised by a labour-intensive steam-hauled
wagon-load service and rising staff wages, as highlighted below in Graph 3.°®° In
proportion to annual revenue earned, estimated total annual male adult wages calculated
from BR’s average weekly wage bill represented 60 per cent of £336 million earned in
1949, eventually rising to 67 per cent of £472 million earned in 1958.7 In 1954, BR
attempted to capitalise upon political goodwill and address the issue by compiling a report
entitled ‘Modernisation and Re-equipment of British Railways’, which described, in
general terms, how an anticipated £1,240 million in funding would be spent upon
revitalising the network, a new motive power construction programme and the adoption of
new technology to streamline existing methods of freight handling.’”® Despite the BTC
receiving government support and permission to acquire funding through the issue of Loan
Stock on the market following publication in January 1955, circumstances conspired to

ensure that the plan would fail to stem the flow of freight traffic turning to road transport.

Wp L. Munby, “Mrs. Castle’s Transport Policy,” Journal of Transport Economics and Policy 11, (1968), p.
146.

** Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 67, p. 139.

% Clough, The Modernisation Plan, p. 18; The Transport Act, 1 & 2 Eliz. 2, 1953, c. 13, s. 1-5.

% Thalmann, The Dynamics of Freight Transport Development, pp. 21-22.

397 British Transport Commission, Annual Report and Accounts (London: HMSO, 1949-1958).

% Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 256; British Transport Commission, Modernisation and Re-
equipment of British Railways (London: Curwen Press, 1955).
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Graph 3

Estimated British Railways male adults annual wage bill, 1949-1958
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 3 (p. 298).

Firstly, former BR employee Stewart Joy argues that there was a lack of strategic vision
amongst the upper echelons of management, leading to a failure to recognise the changing

character of trade and industry in Britain.’”

Whilst the country was moving towards a
more competitive, consumer-based economy, the choice between road and rail transport
became starker as producers, manufacturers and retailers increasingly desired a
standardised form of logistics that gave ‘primary consideration ...to the interests of people
using transport’.®'" This included the integration of storage and final distribution into a
seamless operation which minimised costly handling, with the retail sector using third-
party hauliers to provide most of their distribution requirements.”’' BR’s response was to
improve its existing wagon-load and container operations, which ostensibly offered the
trader the flexibility they desired by expanding services that catered for the dispatch of
small loads over long distances, thereby justifying investment in a new generation of

automated marshalling yaurds.3 12

09, Joy, The Train that Ran Away: A Business History of British Railways, 1948-1968 (Shepperton: Ian
Allan, 1973), p. 43.

319 B. Bayliss, “Regulation in the Freight Transport Sector,” Journal of Transport Economics and Policy, 32
(1998), p. 119.

M MSA, M&S Transport and Logistics: How we sourced, stored and distributed goods, from 1884 to today
(Archive Research Pamphlet, c.2014), p. 3. See also: D. A. Quarmby, “Developments in the Retail Market
and their Effect on Freight Distribution,” Journal of Transport Economics and Policy, 23 (1989), pp. 75-87.
312 Clough, The Modernisation Plan, pp. 150-151; British Transport Commission, Modernisation and Re-
equipment of British Railways, pp. 24-25.
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Although BR management had correctly identified the need for a reduction in the
labour-intensity of goods operations, the decision to invest £50 million in marshalling
yards raises the hypothesis that it was working towards a ‘modernised’ rather than
‘modern’ railway network to address 16 years of disinvestment.’"? Schemes initiated under
the plan included dieselisation and the acceleration of vacuum-braked goods wagon
construction; both attempted to improve the industry’s competitive position against longer-
distance road haulage by increasing speed of transit and reducing the number of staff

" However, an ‘inadequate response to

required to safely operate goods trains.’
productivity from railwaymen’ was accompanied by the degeneration of a pilot scheme to

. . . . 315
test new diesels into a morass of panic-ordering.
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 4 (p. 299).

The acceleration of vacuum-braked wagon construction also proved an expensive white
elephant on two counts. Although BR policy envisaged a gradual transition from steam to
diesel motive power that necessitated the retention of vacuum brakes, both Joy and
subsequently Gourvish indicate that more efficient air-braking was widely used by various
European railways and could be adapted for use with diesel motive power.3 6 Secondly, the

practical benefit of fitting vacuum brakes to all wagons was nullified by the need to

'3 Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 259; Clough, The Modernisation Plan, pp. 167-168.

3! British Transport Commission, Modernisation and Re-equipment of British Railways, pp. 16-17, pp. 23-
24,

°> Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 257.

1% Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 277; Joy, The Train that Ran Away, p. 52.
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manually couple individual wagons at marshalling yards. Taken together, these
demonstrate BR’s failure to construct its Modernisation Plan according to the demands of
its customers, resulting in money being wasted on infrastructure being rendered redundant
by the growth of road haulage highlighted above in Graph 4.*"

The unveiling of the Modernisation Plan was followed by industrial action over a
long-standing engineman’s wages dispute. An ASLEEF strike between May and June 1955
caused severe disruption, and indicated that a modernising BR had yet to overcome the
problem of employee relations, which continued to impact upon service reliability.>'® The
fragmentary nature of the road haulage industry meant that it was less susceptible to trade
union interference, and it is possible to hypothesise that this, and subsequent rate
adjustments made by BR in 1957 contributed to the decline in the tonnage of merchandise
conveyed in 1958, as indicated by Graph 5; the lack of a substantial recovery in 1959
permits an assumption that a permanent transfer to road haulage had taken place in the

. 31
traffic concerned.>"’

Graph §

British Railways total merchandise freight traffic, 1948-1959
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The loss of traffic thus suggests that Britain’s railways were no longer an automatic
proposition for goods conveyance and therefore needed a more proactive approach to

marketing that ‘sold’ services to the trader. This is exemplified by BR’s introduction of

317 Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, p. 155.
% Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, pp. 214-225.
319 Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, p. 137.
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the ‘liner train’ in 1959, which entailed running fast, regular, fixed-formation trains over

20 . )
320 The service used rail-mounted

long-distance trunk routes such as London-Glasgow.
containers to eradicate shunting and reduce the need for specialist wagons, whilst traders
could trunk loose or palletised traffic to a selection of locations for transhipment. The
concept thus showcased BR’s ability to offer a full door-to-door service; collection, trunk-
haulage and delivery was conveniently arranged by one organisation, whilst the reduction
in handling afforded by the container preserved condition during transit.”' However, a
combination of the Modernisation Plan’s inability to reverse the decline in traffic and

income hindered any meaningful expansion of the liner train concept before 1963.

2.13 Railways in retreat, road haulage under pressure: goods

transport, 1959-1975

If the six years between 1953 and 1958 witnessed the balance tip in favour of road haulage,
the period to 1975 sealed BR’s fate in the conveyance of merchandise; the decline in the
overall tonnage of freight carried by Britain’s railways throughout the period has already
been shown in the introduction of this chapter. The decline coincided with a change in the
politics of inland transport with the appointment of Ernest Marples as Minister of
Transport.*** This marked the Conservative government’s adoption of a more pragmatic
stance which accounted for the advance of private motor transport and rising demand for
the lorry as the principal means of goods conveyance by trade and industry. The opening
of the M1 in 1959 and the subsequent motorway construction programme provided new
arterial routes for long-distance transport that relieved urban traffic congestion and
permitted competition between rail and road for long-distance traffic.’>

Marples’ response to the decline in BR’s fortunes was to establish a Parliamentary
Select Committee on BTC finances and a Special Advisory Group to review the
Modernisation Plan. Gourvish records that BR had little immediate chance of ‘breaking

even’, whilst the Advisory Group, led by Sir Ivan Stedeford and featuring Dr. Richard

320 One of the initial long-distance services was given the name ‘Condor’. See “Door to Door by Condor,”
British Railways (Midland Region) Magazine, 10 (1959), p. 142.

2! Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 290.

322 Alfred Ernest Marples was a politician and businessman. He was the one-time director of road
construction firm Marples, Ridgeway and Partners, and after being invalided out of the army during the
Second World War, was elected Conservative Member of Parliament for Wallasey in 1945. After a spell as
Minister of Pensions and National Insurance from 1954, he was appointed Minister of Transport by Harold
Macmillan in 1959. D.J. Dutton, “Marples, (Alfred) Ernest, Baron Marples (1907-1978),” Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, May 2006, accessed 12 September 2016,
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/31411.

323 Merriman, Driving Spaces, p. 69.
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Beeching of Imperial Chemical Industries, recommended the cessation of the
Modernisation Plan.”** The Group concluded that BR’s declining financial performance
between 1951 and 1960, highlighted in Table 1 (p. 45), stemmed from ineffective
management accounting, a factor considered in detail by John Quail.**> Quail’s analysis
suggests that the ‘Big Four’ failed to fully cost services before the Second World War;
indeed, success was measured by the tonnage carried rather than profit derived thereof, and
institutional path-dependency in day-to-day management meant that any attempt to
implement cost-budget accounting took place within a business culture unaccustomed to
pegging revenue with cost.*”°

Derek Aldcroft attributes the inability to implement management accounting to
the sheer burden of demand upon revenue, the need to offer competitive rates in the face of
road competition and excessive cross-subsidisation between profitable and unprofitable
services exacerbated by the sunk costs in existing infrastructure.””’ Furthermore, he records
that whilst the 1953 Act had given the BTC the freedom to adjust charges within a
published maxima, the risk of failing to cover indirect costs such as track maintenance and
administration remained.’”® The situation demanded strict budgetary restraint, yet the
challenge of covering total costs meant that the growth of BR’s financial deficit continued
unchecked, as highlighted in Table 1, prompting questions about the optimum size of the
network.” The debate gained traction as traffic forwarded by BR’s traditional major
customers, the coal and steel industries, shrank in the face of global competition.330 This
was the context in which Beeching was appointed BTC Chairman in 1961, which presaged
another reorganisation under the Transport Act (1962).331

Whilst the BTC was dissolved to permit the creation of an autonomous British
Railways Board (BRB), the Act also removed the last of the Victorian legislative

handicaps affecting the freight business. The statutory duty to offer ‘reasonable facilities’

2% Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, pp. 300-304. Sir Ivan Arthur Rice Stedeford (1897-1975) was an
engineer, banker and governor of the BBC. After his time as Chairman of the Special Advisory Group, he
was appointed Life President of Tube Investments. “STEDEFORD, Sir Ivan (Arthur Rice),” Who Was Who,
A & C Black, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing plc, 1920-2016; online edn, Oxford University Press,
2014, accessed 12 September 2016, http:// www. kwhoswho.com/view/article/oupww/whowaswho/U159864.
323 J. Quail, “Accounting’s Motive Power: The Vision and Reality for Management Accounting on the
Nationalised Railways to 1959,” Accounting, Business and Financial History, 16 (2006), pp. 419-446.

326 Quail, “Accounting’s Motive Power,” pp. 425-426; Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 97.

327 Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, pp. 14-15.

328 Aldcroft, British Railways in Transition, pp. 140-141.

329 Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, 304; Joy, The Train that Ran Away, p. 55.

330 Thalmann, The Dynamics of Freight Transport Development, p. 23.

3! Dr. Richard Beeching was a chemist who joined the Technical Department of Imperial Chemical
Industries Ltd. (ICI) in 1948. He was a member of Ivan Stedeford’s Special Advisory Group on British
Railways in 1960, and was seconded from ICI into the position of Chairman of the British Railways Board at
the request of Marples in 1962. A. P. Baker, “Beeching, Richard, Baron Beeching (1913-1985),” Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, January 2011, accessed 12
September 2016, http://www.oxforddnb.com /view/article/30804.
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to all traders requiring rail transport was repealed, which furnished the BRB with the
commercial freedom to withdraw services and refuse unremunerative traffic. The 1962
Act also made it easier for the BRB to adjust to the demands of trade and industry by
‘reshaping’ the railway network, thereby divesting itself of unremunerative
infrastructure.”> Equally, the Act spawned Beeching’s 1965 plan for developing the
remaining railway services, which proposed a drastic reduction in inefficient wagon-load
services in favour of train-load and long-distance inter-modal liner trains.**?

The growth of road haulage in the early 1960s might also be consistent with the
expansion of motorways, which made long-distance competition with the railways
possible. Although Scott has shown that the share of Gross Domestic Fixed Capital
Formation granted to road infrastructure was 2.1 per cent was lower than the 4.3 per cent
granted to the BRB in 1959-1960, the situation was reversed by 1963 when the share had
risen to 2.9 per cent as opposed to the 1.9 percent granted to the railways; indeed, this
increased to 3.1 per cent in 1965 with the commencement of extensions to the M1 and the
construction of the M6 providing a publically-funded fillip for the long-distance road
haulage sector.”>® The ubiquity of road haulage meant that the BRB was reduced to a
supplemental role, although proposals for high-speed liner trains operating between 55
‘Freightliner’ terminals emerged in 1963.%*° Whilst a step towards competing with long-
distance road haulage, attempts to grant non-BRB hauliers access to the rail terminals were
met with opposition from the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) on grounds that the
BRB’s road feeder services were threatened; the first Freightliner train finally ran in
November 1965 after two years of negotiation.>® However, the schemes emerging from
the Beeching reports provided the BRB with a response to the evolving demands of trade
by streamlining the railway operation to minimise handling and the potential for delay, and
hence improve door-to-door distribution capability.**’

The election of a Labour government in 1964 marked another change in direction.

The appointment of Barbara Castle as Minister of Transport and the enforced departure of

332 British Railways Board, The Reshaping of the Railways, Parts One and Two: Report and Maps (London:
HMSO, 1963).

333 British Railways Board, The Development of the Major Railway Trunk Routes (London: HMSO, 1965).
3p, Scott, “Public Sector Investment and Britain’s Post-war Economic Performance: A Case Study of
Roads Policy,” Journal of European Economic History, 34 (2005), p. 412; C. H. Feinstein, National Income,
Expenditure and Output of the United Kingdom, 1855-1965 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972),
Table 41.

33 Joy, “Public and Private Railways,” p. 27.

336 “BR Boosts Container Concept,” The Commercial Motor, 125 (March 24, 1967), p. 17; HC Deb 23
November 1966, vol 736, cols 1365-67; TNA: MT 160/7, 25 November 1965 Memorandum entitled Co-
ordination of inter-urban freight transport, p. 4.

337 This will be highlighted in subsequent chapters. For example: J. L. Rogers and R. Binstead, Quick-frozen
Foods, 2nd Edition (London: Food Trade Press Ltd., 1972), pp. 144-145; Thalmann, The Dynamics of
Freight Transport Development, p. 26.
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Beeching in 1965 presaged what Dennis Munby describes as another ‘revolution’ in
nationalised transport policy that paid lip-service to transport coordination through the
creation of a ‘model’ of road and rail organisation.”®® The scheme was outlined in the
Transport Act (1968), which Gourvish suggests reflected a shift in emphasis ‘...from
“efficiency” and “competition” towards “service” and “modal integration” for the benefit
of the trading community.339 The Act legislated for the amalgamation of Freightliner and
the BRB’s unprofitable and labour-intensive small goods services with what remained of
BRS to create a National Freight Corporation (NFC) in January 1969.>*° The development
of the NFC scheme ran parallel to the BRB’s policy to cease unremunerative services and
invest in the profitable core of its operations, namely bulk or trainload goods regularly
conveyed between fixed points; criteria that the Freightliner concept sought to address.
Consequently, the proposal attracted opposition from the BRB, as it entailed removing the
‘brightest jewel in British Rail’s crown’.>"!

The Act also raised concerns amongst independent and own-account hauliers, as it
contained clauses for tightening-up road safety legislation. On the one hand, developments
in road safety legislation were purely administrative in nature and included the compulsory
logging of routes and times, whilst vehicles were to be ‘plated” with details of tare and
loaded weights in the interests of improving loading and construction standards.**
Concern principally stemmed from the Act’s replacement of quantitative licensing with
qualitative licensing based upon driver competency, thus restricting entry into the industry
by increasing start-up costs and establishing minimum pricing.**> As the government faced
increased pressure to accelerate motorway expansion, the author speculates that the
restriction of new-entrants into the sector was a means to govern traffic growth when

Britain’s struggling economy had forced the imposition of wage freezes and financial

stringency in infrastructure investment.***

3% Munby, “Mrs. Castle’s Transport Policy,” p. 136, p. 146. Barbara Anne Castle became a Labour Member
of Parliament for Blackburn in 1945, and was appointed Minister for Overseas Development in 1964 and
subsequently Minister of Transport in 1965 by Harold Wilson. A. Howard, “Castle, Barbara Anne, Baroness
Castle of Blackburn (1910-2002),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, Jan
2006; online edn, May 2012, accessed 12 September 2016, http:// www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/76877.
339 Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 365.

340 Transport Act, 1968, c. 73 (UK): Part I; Joy, “Public and Private Railways,” 31; Munby, “Mrs. Castle’s
Transport Policy,” p. 146.

3! This was quoted by Stanley Raymond, Beeching’s successor as BRB Chairman. However, Gourvish
demonstrates that Freightliner had recorded a loss of £3 million in 1968, making it a long-term project that
required bedding-in. Gourvish, British Railways, 1948-1973, p. 394.

342 Transport Act, 1968, c. 73 (UK): paras. 96- 99.

3 Transport Act, 1968, c. 73 (UK): para 60.1.

# TNA: MT 160/7, 25 November 1965 Memorandum entitled Co-ordination of inter-urban freight transport,
p. 2; Seth-Smith, The Long Haul, pp. 157-158.
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The Conservative government’s election in 1970 precipitated another change in
focus from rail and road coordination to reducing the BRB’s stubborn financial deficit. To
this end, the Railways Act (1974) implemented a system of grants for retaining profitable
traffics.’® However, aside from the emergence of Freightliner in 1965, the closure of
railway facilities since 1963 meant that many traders no longer enjoyed a viable alternative
to road transport.346 The strategic implication of this was revealed by the Oil Crisis in
December 1973, which caused a temporary interruption in the development of Britain’s
motorway network. Although the crisis demonstrated the sensitivity of Britain’s road
haulage sector to global events, the overall flexibility of the lorry in meeting a wide range
of distribution needs, as well as government support in contrast to the infrastructure-

dependent railways, would guarantee growth and development well beyond 1975.

2.14 Conclusion

This chapter has indicated that a top-down approach to freight transport only partially
explains Britain’s transition from rail to road during the mid-twentieth century. Whilst the
basic elements of industrial relations, service quality and technological innovation are key
factors, the question of the extent to which external agencies influenced transport remains.
Crucially, this raises the hypothesis that the course taken by inland transport between 1919
and 1975 may have been shaped by the needs of the trading community in facilitating the
supply of goods. The governance of the supply chain thus provides a working context for
the themes of transport cost, convenience, service and efficiency, thus corroborating their
importance as prerequisites for effective logistics.

This review of freight transport has highlighted the differences between rail and
road; the former was relatively free to pursue investment projects such as containers and
infrastructure improvements. However, the inflexibility of railways as a mode of guided
transport and through anti-monopolist rate regulation posed challenges; furthermore, their
inability to charge rates that reflected direct and indirect operating costs rendered the mode
particularly vulnerable to the effects of rate undercutting within a competitive transport
market. Britain’s railways were also hamstrung by crises of reliability, which included

traffic embargoes and recurring industrial disputes. The strikes of 1919, 1926 and 1955

¥ Railways Act, 1974, c. 48 (UK): para 8.

6 Furthermore, the Conservative MP Robert Adley raised the question of whether there was ...indecent
haste with which some years ago British Rail scrapped steam engines’. HC Deb 03 December 1973, vol 865,
col 897.
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and the freight embargoes of 1919 and 1946-47 were clearly injurious; how this emerged
in practice requires an exploration of the attitudes of individual traders.

In contrast, road haulage, despite initial load and range limitations, enjoyed a
comparatively free hand to compete for traffic and quote low rates whilst the fragmented
and competitive nature of participants provided a bulwark against industrial action. In the
1920s, individuals seeking self-employment found the industry simple to enter; before the
Road and Rail Traffic Act (1933) imposed a basic regulatory structure, the sector was
characterised by a ‘race to the bottom’ in which inexperienced newcomers undercut
established firms to obtain traffic at any cost. Whilst Britain’s transition to road can be
partially attributed to the independent haulier’s opportunism, the existing literature may be
enhanced by case studies explaining why specific traders began to adopt the mode.**’

Aside from restructuring many aspects of the industry between 1919 and 1945,
the shifting political debate which took place between 1945 and the passing of the 1968
Transport Act has implied a disconnect between the government’s determination to reform
transport management and the operational needs of the industry. Bonavia highlights that
the ‘pendulum’ of nationalisation and subsequent denationalisation was inconvenient from
an administrator’s perspective, yet in the case of independent long-distance road transport,

48 .
3 1 contrast, BR underwent a series of

the process helped to stabilise the industry.
financial crises and reorganisations which disrupted continuity and prevented the
nationalised industry from responding expeditiously to the changing demands of traders.
The government’s discursive approach to transport between 1953 and 1975 alternated
between improving coordination between rail and road, imposing moratoriums on
investment in the interests of supporting macro-economic policy and investing in
motorway construction, which suggests a persistent lack of clarity of vision.

Whilst this chapter has demonstrated that rail and road transport functioned within
the broad parameters laid-down by Britain’s changing political and economic
environments between 1919 and 1975, this is a convenient point for reiterating that this
thesis will take a new direction by placing the supply of transport within the broader
context of its demand. Consequently, food distribution presents an important lens for
viewing transport within the supply chain, as the structure and agency of participants other
than the transport provider is key to shaping demand. How factors such as cost, service,
technology and the overall governance of supply chains influenced Britain’s transition to
road-based food distribution is the focus for subsequent chapters, beginning with a case

study of an everyday food staple which continues to demand efficient distribution: milk.

7 Scott and Reid, “The White Slavery of the Motor World,” pp. 300-315.
8 Bonavia, The Nationalisation of British Transport, p. 164.
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Chapter 3 - Milk distribution by rail and road,
1919-1975

3.1 Introduction

The previous chapter has provided a general context for freight transport in Britain from
the existing historiography. Its relevance to food distribution becomes clear throughout the
following chapters, as the narrative of technological and regulatory change within the
transport sector provides an important backdrop for the development of food logistics
between 1919 and 1975. However, the focus upon the why and wherefore of the transport
industry only provides part of the freight story, and it is therefore necessary to place the
supply of logistical services within the context of the supply chain. In doing so, this
chapter proposes to consider the reasons how and why a transition from rail to road took
place in the transport of a highly perishable staple food commodity, with milk providing a
useful starting point for this analysis of food distribution in Britain because of its
importance as an essential commodity with daily demand.

The existing literature on milk distribution is diverse and falls into five categories.
Firstly, agricultural historians such as Edith Whetham, Jonathan Brown, Richard Perren
and John Martin have noted the commodity’s importance to British agriculture, as it played
a role in providing the farming community with a stable market throughout an agrarian
depression experienced between 1873 and 1940.**° The bulk of the historiography
considers the pre-Second World War period, and this chapter will establish, using the
foundations laid by Brian Holderness and Martin, how post-war agricultural developments
influenced milk distribution.*® It will consider how shifts in milk supply chain governance
between wholesalers, producers and government acted as a catalyst to innovation in
transport technology or hindered operation.

The second historiographical strand incorporates the business histories of firms
and organisations involved with milk distribution. Bryan Morgan’s account of Express

Dairies has provided a useful introduction to the development of the wholesale industry

39 See E. H. Whetham, The Agrarian History of England and Wales, Vol. VIII (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1978); Jonathan Brown, Agriculture in England: A Survey of Farming, 1870-1947
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987); R. Perren, Agriculture in Depression, 1870-1940
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995) and J. Martin, The Development of Modern Agriculture:
British Farming Since 1931 (London: Macmillan, 2000).

30p, Holderness, British Agriculture Since 1945 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985); Martin,
The Development of Modern Agriculture, pp. 67-132.
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since 1864, whilst Stanley Baker’s account of the Milk Marketing Board (MMB), Milk to
Market, highlights the efforts required to market the product to both consumers and
manufacturers to the benefit of the producer.”' Both give reference to transport operations,
but once again lack an analysis of how the relationship between both organisations
influenced rail and road transport technology and operation. The third strand, milk
distribution in the Second World War, highlights the influence of government regulation
upon milk transport whilst controlling supply and demand, which provides the focus for
accounts by R. J. Hammond and Alan Wilt.*>?

Another relevant area is food hygiene, with Michael French and Jim Phillips’
account of food regulation in Britain providing an important contribution to this aspect of
food history, which Deborah Valenze considers a key marketing tool within an
oligopolistic trade.™ However, the focus on regulation rather than hygiene in the practical
sense means that consideration of the problems of spoilage and excessive handling during
transport remains elusive, although the fifth historiographical strand, literature dealing with
specific aspects of road and railway operations, provides some assistance in this regard.3 >
This chapter therefore combines and builds upon this literature with archival material
pertaining to United Dairies and the MMB to establish the role of the milk wholesaler in
the development of rail and road distribution. It begins with a brief supply chain analysis
for the London milk trade, the most prominent example of long-distance milk distribution
in Britain, which accounted for an estimated 12 per cent of the national market in 1938.3%
Figure 1 (p. 101) shows the stages of milk distribution, which consist of farm collection;
country depot; ex-country depot transport, London depot and distribution to the retail
dairy. The supply chain analysis therefore gives an overview of organisational change,
thereby providing reasons for the sector’s transition from rail to road transport.

Having established the structure of the London milk trade at various points

between 1919 and 1975, the transport operations of United Dairies and the MMB will be

#! B. Morgan, Express Journey 1864-1964: The Centenary History of the Express Dairy Company Limited
(London: Newman Neame, 1964); S. Baker, Milk to Market (London: Heinemann, 1973).

#2R. J. Hammond, History of the Second World War- Food Vols. I & II (London: HMSO, 1951-55); A. F.
Wilt, Food for War: Agriculture and Rearmament in Britain before the Second World War (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001).

333 M. French and J. Phillips, Cheated not Poisoned?: Food Regulation in the United Kingdom, 1875-1938
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000); D. Valenze, Milk: A Local and Global History (London:
Yale University Press, 2011), p. 163.

34 For example, the railway response to road competition is considered in P. Scott, “British Railways and the
Challenge from Road Haulage: 1919-1939,” Twentieth Century British History, 13 (2002), pp. 101-120,
whilst material on specific railway vehicles and infrastructure may be found in publications such as J. N.
Slinn and B. K. Clarke, GW Siphons (Stamford: HMRS Publications, 1987).

3 F. A. Barnes, “The Evolution of Salient Patterns on Milk Production and Distribution in England and
Wales,” Transaction and Papers (Institute of British Geographers), 25 (1958), p. 181; J. B. Jefferys, M.
Maccoll and G. L. Levett, The Distribution of Consumer Goods: A Factual Study of Methods and Costs in
the United Kingdom in 1938 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1950), p. 197.

96



examined. In doing so, the impact of changes in supply chain organisation and external
pressures such as the interwar economic decline will be considered. Graph 6 below
provides a rough indication of the size of the distribution problem between 1901 and 1937,
and shows a fluctuation in production between 1919 and 1921 that encompasses the
implementation of the 1920 Agriculture Act’s price guarantees for domestic arable produce
and its repeal in 1921.%°° Thereafter, the growth in milk production remained steady from

1925 until 1934, when a rise is observed following the establishment of the MMB.

Graph 6

Liquid milk for consumption in the UK, 1901-1937
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 6 (p. 300).

Although ‘success in dairy farming [depended upon] the exercise of efficiency and
economy in all departments of the industry’, a consideration of the government’s control
over milk distribution in the Second World War provides a useful prelude to an analysis of
the post-war trade.”’ The relationship between the MMB, the railways and private haulier
after 1945 provides the focus for this section. With transport proving a ‘major investment’
for wholesaler and MMB alike, the chapter aims to consider precisely how the trade’s
stakeholders drove technological innovation in transport, whilst establishing the main

turning points in the transition from rail to road distribution.”® Finally, the chapter will

%% E. Whetham, “The Agriculture Act, 1920 and its Repeal — the ‘Great Betrayal,”” Agricultural History
Review, 22 (1974), pp. 36-46.
7 Ministry of Agriculture, Modern Milk Production (London: HMSO, 1938), Foreword, p. iii.
358 Captain A. H. Amor, “Notes on Our Transport,” Our Notebook, 1 (October/November 1921), p. 14.
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detail the contemporaneous shift in supply chain governance from wholesaler to MMB,

thus presenting a reason for the milk supply’s modal shift from rail to road haulage.

3.2 Milk supply chain analysis

A review of the key changes taking place within the milk supply chain will provide an
analytical framework for exploring the evolution of the sector’s demand for transport.
Whilst existing analyses focus upon the economic performance of the trade, detailed
accounts dealing specifically with transport are rare; indeed, Michael Chisholm’s 1959
account of milk collection and delivery provides the only detailed analysis of the efficiency
of this operation.359 The account is notable for the use of data obtained from 285
contractors and the MMB, and uses statistical analysis to argue that there were no
economies of scale emerging from large road haulage firms. The use of the lorry in large
catchment areas may also have proved a diseconomy because of the possibility of ‘dead
running’ between farms.>*®® However, the passage of time has meant that the present author
has been unable to obtain access to similar data series or interview industry participants,
and consequently any attempt to establish how financial economies of scale influenced the
transition from rail to road milk transport is prone to assumption, a problem perpetuated
when using data from a company’s financial accounts.

This is exemplified below by Graph 7, in which accounts data permits the
calculation of the cost of transport as a proportion of total sales for United Dairies between
1927 and 1938. The author has assumed that the data includes both milk collection from
farms and the depot-to-depot trunk haul. Although factors such as seasonal variation in
production preclude accurate analysis, the graph shows that the cost of carriage and
haulage declined between 1927 and 1930, which coincides with the firm’s adoption of the
rail tank and lorries. The dip in 1932 might therefore be consistent with economies
achieved by the use of innovations in transport technology such as the bulk rail and road
tank; indeed, whilst it occurred during the depths of an economic recession, United
Dairies’ sales had increased by 14 per cent over the previous year, from £2,464,819 to
£2,815,305 at current prices.’®' Reasons for the subsequent rise in carriage and haulage
costs in proportion to income between 1932 and 1936 are difficult to ascertain, although

this may have been caused by the reconfiguration of the market after the establishment of

39 M. Chisholm, “Economies of Scale in Road Goods Transport? Off-farm Milk Collection in England and
Wales,” Oxford Economic Papers, 11 (1959), pp. 282-290.

3% Chisholm, “Economies of Scale in Road Goods Transport?,” p. 7.

' WSA: 1531/130/1, Wilts United Dairies, Annual Accounts and Balances, 1917-1938.
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the MMB. The graph also shows that the cost of collection remained broadly below one
per cent of sales over the period apart from a dip in 1934, which in the absence of records

concerning the volume of milk handled by the firm remains unexplained.

Graph 7

Cost of United Dairies' milk transport as a percentage of
total sales, 1927-1938
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 7 (p. 300).

Graph 8 below highlights the cost of farm milk collections undertaken by purchasers,
which has been calculated using MMB data ranging from 1935 to 1975. These costs were
a direct deduction from the producer’s monthly contract until the MMB took responsibility
for pooling the proceeds of all milk purchases. The graph shows the reduction in farm
collection costs over the period, reflecting the efforts undertaken by the MMB to reduce
this cost to farmers; the value of the milk sold collectively by producers rose by 115.5 per
cent, from £311,133,075 in 1935 to £670,765,834 in 1975.°* This corresponded with a rise
in the volume processed by the MMB from 912,701,586 to 1,084,850,000 gallons,
suggesting that the MMB and wartime rationalisation had generally succeeded in driving
down costs from 0.031p to 0.025p per gallon at 1975 prices.3 % Further decline before 1965
coincides with the roll-out of bulk road collection direct from the farm, whilst the
subsequent increase to 1975 may be explained by rising costs brought about by rising

petrol prices following the oil crisis in 1973.**

392 The 1935 value has been converted to equivalent 1975 prices using retail price index data. O’ Donoghue,
Goulding and Allen, “Consumer Price Inflation Since 1750,” pp. 38-46.

%3 SR MMB B/1, Milk Marketing Board, Annual Report and Accounts, 1935; SR MMB B/38, Milk
Marketing Board, Annual Report and Accounts, 1975; Donoghue, Goulding and Allen, “Consumer Price
Inflation Since 1750,” pp. 38-46.

%4 E. Venn, The Oil Crisis (London: Longman, 2002), pp. 8-9, p. 21.
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Graph 8

Milk Marketing Board transport deductions as a proportion of total
producer contract income, 1935-1975
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 8 (p. 301).

With the analysis of long-term trends hindered by fragmentary financial data series, a
series of simple, heuristic supply chain analysis may be pursued instead to consider the
impact of changes in the governance of milk distribution. Figure 1 below provides a
schematic of the London milk trade prior to the formation of the MMB in 1934. It shows
several distinct activities, with inbound logistics represented by the input of raw milk by
the producer at the country depot. Subsequent activities broadly fell under the remit of
large wholesalers such as United and Express Dairies, with processing and subsequent
outbound logistics operations organised by these firms.’®® The fourth primary activity is
sales to retail customers and company-owned outlets, whilst the fifth constitutes the
services the retail dairies provided to the customer, such as home delivery.3 66

The milk supply chain is characterised by the need to balance supply with
demand, yet is complicated by the fact that the product is perishable. Consequently, the
wholesale trade established its authority through the National Society of Creamery
Proprietors and Wholesale Dairymen, which negotiated prices with producers, although a
lack of enforcement meant that executive governance within the London milk trade

became concentrated amongst four large wholesalers between 1919 and 1933.

7% Baker, Milk to Market, p. 49.
% M. Porter, The Competitive Advantage of Nations (London: Macmillan, 1990), pp. 241-242.
%7 Baker, Milk to Market, p. 59.
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Consequently, decisions relating to transport and innovations rested with the wholesaler
until 1933, when the creation of the Milk Marketing Board brought a shift in supply chain

governance that ultimately worked in the producer’s favour.

Figure 1
The London milk trade to 1933
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The wholesaler’s executive governance over the milk supply chain began to decline after
the Agricultural Marketing Act (1931) was passed, which called for the creation of
marketing boards to ensure that produce was sold for the best possible prices.’®® With
regional and executive committee members elected by producers, the creation of the MMB
in 1933 marked a shift in executive governance over the supply chain towards the
producer.’® However, the Board also exercised control by implementing a form of

legislative governance to control entry to the market, with milk sales controlled through

%% Martin, The Development of Modern Agriculture, p. 23-24.

% See R. Kaplinsky, “Globalisation and Unequalisation: What can be Learned from Value Chain Analysis?,”
The Journal of Development Studies, 37 (2000), p. 124 ; Martin, The Development of Modern Agriculture,
pp. 23-24.
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compulsory producer registration.370 Figure 2 shows the MMB’s position within the
supply chain between producer and the wholesaler as a party to milk contracts to ensure
fair prices were paid for milk sold as liquid or for manufacturing into other food
products.””!" Consequently, producer’s returns were pooled to ensure a minimum price per

gallon of milk, with transport costs credited to the pool.3 2

Figure 2
The Milk Marketing Board and the London milk trade, 1933-1943
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Whilst the administration of the milk pool was intended to stabilise prices, the Board’s
advisory role meant that influence over the primary activities associated with distributing
milk was limited; the Board merely acted as a clearing house for payments and did not
purchase milk direct from the producer. However, milk shortages due to the lack of
imported animal feed during Second World War prompted a further shift in executive
governance away from the wholesaler, as the Ministry of Food granted the MMB authority

to become the sole purchaser off-farm in 194237

The Ministry asserted legislative
governance over the market via the Board to regulate the commodity’s supply according
government priorities, a corollary of which was the rationalisation of distribution. In
becoming an executive agency of the Ministry of Food, the Board was responsible for

arranging the collection of milk from farms, administering the pool and organising

370 Kaplinsky, “Globalisation and Unequalisation,” p. 124; J. Empson, “History of the Milk Marketing Board,
1933-1994: British Farmers’ Greatest Commercial Enterprise,” International Journal of Dairy Technology,
51 (1998), p. 79.

7' Empson, “History of the Milk Marketing Board,” p. 77.

2 E. S. Simpson, “Milk Production in England and Wales: A Study in the Influence of Collective
Marketing,” The Geographical Review, 49 (1959), p. 96.

7 R. J. Hammond, History of the Second World War- Food Vol. I (London: HMSO, 1955), pp. 223-224, pp.
234-251.
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subsequent distribution to customers, as seen in Figure 3. The war thus saw the
concentration of executive governance within the MMB, which became a central body for
managing and improving milk distribution efficiency, and hence created the conditions for

a transition to road haulage.>”*

Figure 3
The Ministry of Food and the London milk trade, 1943-1953
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The immediate post-war period saw little change in executive governance within Britain’s
milk trade, as the MMB retained control over ex-farm collection and the milk pool, whilst
the government continued to negotiate liquid milk prices with the wholesalers.’”
Furthermore, the government initially retained its ability to direct the milk supply through
the Ministry of Food, although this eventually passed to the Board when it assumed overall
responsibility for directing long-distance bulk milk transport by rail in 1954.%" The MMB
thus used its position to effect improvements in distribution by trialling new collection and

delivery methods, which included employing bulk road tanks to collect refrigerated milk

directly from the farm.

7* Simpson, “Milk Production in England and Wales,” p. 96.

37 Simpson, “Milk Production in England and Wales,” p. 96; Empson, “History of the Milk Marketing
Board,” p. 79.

70 WSA: 1539/209/1, United Dairies Annual Reports, 39" Annual Report, 1954, p. 17.
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Figure 4
The bulk road tanker scheme, 1954-1975
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The scheme addressed the labour intensity of churn-based distribution as well as the cost of
returning empty churns, and facilitated direct farm to retailer deliveries.”’’ Figure 4
provides a comparison between the rail and road tank operations; the latter cutting the need
for numerous depots to bulk and process milk for onward rail transit.”’® Once again, the
transition of executive governance within the milk supply chain from the wholesaler to the
MMB benefited the producer, as it meant that efforts were focused upon making
efficiencies within the supply chain to ensure a fair return on the milk supplied.’”® This is
not to say that wholesalers had stagnated; the post-war period was characterised by

amalgamations to achieve economies of scale and secure greater market share, as

°77 Baker, Milk to Market, p. 180.

8 Baker, Milk to Market, p. 59, 180.

7 MERL: SR MMB B/17, The Home Farmer, 19 (May 1952), p. 12.
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exemplified by the merger of United Dairies and Cow & Gate in 1959.%*° The impact of
the shift in supply chain governance upon transport will be covered in the following
sections, beginning with an analysis of the principal elements of the distribution system

established by the milk wholesale industry.

3.3 Distribution before 1919

Before 1860, Britain’s milk supply was distributed by producer/retailers, with urban and
rural demand met locally.*®' Whilst James Jefferys suggests this remained the case in 1938,
urban and general population expansion throughout the mid-nineteenth century increased
both consumer demand for this staple commodity and the distance between source and

market, particularly in the case of the London trade.”®

The population of Greater London
expanded from approximately 3.3 to 8.1 million between 1861 and 1931, although the task
of supplying the city’s population with locally-produced milk had been impeded by a cattle
plague outbreak in 1865, causing a crisis amongst the urban producer/retail trade.’
Although a supply shortfall loomed, the situation presented an opportunity for enterprise;
since the 1850s, Britain’s expanding railway network had enabled the capital’s dairy
owners to diversify by procuring fresh, unadulterated and disease-free ‘country milk’ on a
small-scale for distribution to customers.*®* The consequent division of production and
retail functions therefore provided the basis for the development of London’s nationally

significant milk wholesale trade towards the end of the nineteenth century.*®

30 E. Strauss, “The Structure of the English Milk Industry,” Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Series A
(General), 123 (1960), p. 162.

31 R. Scola, Feeding the Victorian City: The Food Supply of Manchester, 1770-1870 (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1992), p. 71; J. B. Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain, 1850-1950 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1954), p. 226. Indeed, Jack Simmons notes that milk was carried on the
Liverpool and Manchester Railway in 1832. See: J. Simmons, The Railway in Town and Country, 1830-
1914 (Newton Abbot: David & Charles, 1986), p. 128.

382 Jefferys et al., The Distribution of Consumer Goods, p. 197; Valenze, Milk, pp. 254-255, p. 261.

33 Greater London population data obtained from: “London Government Office through time | Population
Statistics | Total Population,” A Vision of Britain through Time, GB Historical GIS/University of Portsmouth,
2014, accessed January 2017, http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/unit/10097836/cube/TOT_POP; Morgan,
Express Journey, p. 15.

%" E. Whetham, “The London Milk Trade, 1860-1900,” The Economic History Review, New Series, 17
(1964), p. 370.

3 Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain, 1850-1950, p. 226.
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The most prominent figure in this expansion was George Barham, who founded

the Express County Milk Supply Company in 1864.7%°

Barham negotiated favourable rates
with the Great Northern and Midland Railways to provide a milk trunking service from
Derbyshire to King’s Cross, from where containers were shuttled to the company’s depot
at Bloomsbury for subsequent sale.”®’ The responsibility for arranging and paying for milk
transport from farm to railway station was delegated to the farmer, although the
opportunity presented by Express Dairies was fortuitous for dairy farmers, as traditional
farmhouse cheese and butter produced in regions with low local demand for milk was
labour-intensive, required possession of specialist equipment and was open to foreign
competition.”®® When later coupled with falling butter and cheese prices in the 1890s, the
liquid milk market, with its regular income, was favourable to producers.*®’

London retail dairies keen to engage with producers in areas away from regional
centres such as Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool found willing participants amongst

the farmers of Cheshire, Staffordshire and Wiltshire.>°

The rapid expansion of the trade
between 1860 and 1890 merited further investment, with Express Dairies’ subsidiary, the
Dairy Supply Company, introducing the American innovation of the galvanised metal milk
churn to Britain and developing on-farm fresh water cooling equipment, which eased

handling and reduced the potential for milk spoilage during transit.>"

Equally, the railway
companies’ contribution towards the traffic, which was also sold at railway termini, was
through the introduction of specialist rolling stock for conveying churns, an important
example being the Great Western Railway (GWR) ventilated milk vans, or ‘Siphons’.
Direct railway investment in specific traffics was a rare occurrence; private firms

owned coal, oil and mineral wagons, and the railways possessed non-specific ‘Common

User’ vehicles for various uses.’? However, the stability of the traffic between 1870 and

36 Sir George Barham (1836-1913) worked in his father’s dairy business before founding Express Dairies in
1864. Although born in London, the Barhams were a notable Sussex farming family with an estate at
Wadhurst. Barham also founded the Dairy Supply Company Limited which supplied utensils for the dairy
trade, and was knighted in 1904. “BARHAM, Sir George,” Who Was Who, A & C Black, an imprint of
Bloomsbury Publishing plc, 1920-2016; online edn, Oxford University Press, 2014, accessed 12 September
2016, http://www.ukwhoswho.com/view/article /oupww/whowaswho/U183477.

*7 Whetham, “The London Milk Trade, 1860-1900,” p. 376; Morgan, Express Journey, p. 12, p. 23.

% Whetham, The Agrarian History of England and Wales, p. 229; Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain, 1850-
1950, p. 226.

) R. Blundel and A. Tregear, “From artisans to ‘factories’: The Interpenetration of

Craft and Industry in English Cheese-making, c1650-1950,” Enterprise & Society, 7 (2006), pp. 713-714.
¥0E. S. Simpson, “Milk Production in England and Wales: A Study in the Influence of Collective
Marketing,” American Geographical Society, 49 (1959), p. 103; Barnes, “The Evolution of Salient Patterns
of Milk Production,” p. 193.

*! Whetham, “The London Milk Trade, 1860-1900,” p. 371.

2 R.J. Essery, D. P. Rowland and W. O. Steel, British Goods Wagons from 1887 to the Present Day (New
York: Augustus M Kelley, 1970), pp. 98-103; Gilbert Walker, Road and Rail: An Inquiry into the Economics
of Competition and State Control (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1942), p. 54, p. 58; E. Gibbins,
“Private Owner Wagons,” Backtrack, 28 (March 2014), pp. 148-154.
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1900 had provided a compelling case for the railway companies to permanently allocate
vehicles to the milk traffic. The GWR ‘Siphon’ therefore mirrors the development of the
country milk trade, as the design was continuously enlarged after the first emerged from
Swindon Works in the 1860s.?”> These were converted passenger carriages due to the need
to provide a high-speed service to maintain milk freshness, with purpose-built vehicles
constructed thereafter. With 600 in service by 1906, the final development was the bogie
ventilated milk van of 1907, which preceded the longer, but essentially similar ‘Siphon G’
of 1913, underlining the fact that the trade was ‘locked-in’ to handling churn traffic.”*
Churns were bulked at railway stations before being loaded into ventilated vans or
passenger carriages for carriage to their final destination, or for transfer to other trains.*”
The use of passenger services meant that all transport costs to the first point of sale were
paid up-front; farmers also faced a monthly deduction for onward transport to a
distributing dairy, and were expected to transport churns by horse and cart and to assist
with loading the vans themselves to minimise railway liability for spoilage.396 The
principal characteristics of the supply chain described in section 3.2 were in place by the
outbreak of the First World War, which profoundly changed the character of Britain’s milk
market. This was because hostile marketing conditions had prompted the merger of small
rural suppliers into larger wholesale organisations, as exemplified by the formation of
Britain’s largest milk wholesaler, United Dairies, in 1915.%7 After the cessation of the
conflict, the wholesalers took responsibility for overcoming the geographical challenge
posed by farm location, and would assist producers and retailers by establishing rail-
connected country depots at key railway stations to coordinate and concentrate supplies, as
well as provide a farm collection and delivery service.””® This was made possible by the
lorry, and United Dairies consequently invested in a transport subsidiary, Mickleover

Transport Ltd., to provide vehicles for use in farm collection and depot distribution.

393 Slinn and Clarke, GW Siphons, p. 1.

% Slinn and Clarke, GW Siphons, p. 8.

395 Barnes, “The Evolution of Salient Patterns of Milk Production,” p. 186.

¥ P, Larkin, “The Story of Milk from the Cow to the Consumer,” Great Western Railway Magazine,
XXXV (1923), pp. 357-358; Jefferys et al., The Distribution of Consumer Goods, p. 200; Barnes, “The
Evolution of Salient Patterns of Milk Production,” p. 186; Sir F. J. Pole and J. Milne, “Parcels Traffic by
Passenger-Train Services” in J. R. Bailey et al., Modern Railway Administration, Vol. II (London: Gresham
Publishing, 1925), p. 145.

7 Valenze, Milk, p. 263; Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain, 1850-1950, p. 228.

% Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain, 1850-1950, p. 226; C. Hallas, “The Social and Economic Impact of a
Rural Railway: The Wensleydale Line,” Agricultural History Review, 34 (1986), pp. 29-44.
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3.4 Motorising churn collection

The few surviving records detailing United Dairies’ early relationship with the haulage
firm imply that the latter had been a subsidiary of the wholesaler since 1917.%*° Its interest
in Mickleover Transport Ltd. is representative of a wholesaler’s desire to exercise greater
control over distribution in the interests of maintaining service reliability; a move which
may be considered prudent in view of the disruption caused by the national railway strike
of September 1919. Consequently, this section examines the role strike action played in
United Dairies’ attitude to road haulage. Although the records consulted reveal little about
plans implemented to mitigate the strike’s effects, national newspapers including The
Times detail the preparations undertaken. These included the stockpiling of milk in cold
storage in the days before the strike, which enabled the wholesale dairies to continue
supplying their retailers during the initial stages when rail distribution was severely
curtailed.*” Indeed, the chairman of United Dairies emphasised that ‘no industry was so
intimately affected by the strike than the dairy trade in relation to London and other centres
of population’ due to the reliance upon rail.**!

Other preparations included establishing a major road transport hub at Hyde Park
for the reception and onward dispatch of milk supplies to retailers.*”> Although the
government provided ex-military lorries for general food distribution throughout the
emergency, it was reported that milk wholesalers already operated some motorised
collection services, and 1,000 vehicles were consequently used to deliver 9,000 churns of
milk daily from farms up to a radius of 100 miles from London for the duration of the

403

strike.”~ The strike thus appeared to demonstrate that the ‘stranglehold’ of the railways

over transport was slipping because of the lorry, which reportedly permitted the
‘undermining of former [transport] monopolies’ held by the railway companies.*®*
Consequently, what may have been considered a temporary switch to trunk haulage by
road laid the foundations for adopting the lorry under less exceptional circumstances.

By 1920, investment in road collection services had become an important facet in
differentiating United Dairies from its competitors; the firm’s chairman reported that ‘we

are now required to collect at the farm or roadside stations’, and that this ‘innovation to get

milk into our creameries’ was not something that was considered essential five years

% Wiltshire and Swindon Archives (WSA): 1531/240/5, United Dairies Acquisition of Mickleover Transport
Co., 1919-1922.

4% «Company Meetings: United Dairies Ltd.,” The Times November 11, 1919, p. 24.

1 «“Company Meetings: United Dairies Ltd.,” The Times November 11, 1919, p. 24.

492 «London’s Milk: Means to Assure the Supply,” The Times (September 29, 1919), p. 8.

493 «L_ondon’s Milk: Means to Assure the Supply,” p. 8.

40% « essons of the Railway Strike,” The Times (October 6, 1919), p. 9.
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previously.*””> Consequently, the purchase of Mickleover was an example of vertical
integration, as the firm provided the wholesaler with a self-contained transport operation
that constructed and maintained 300 specialist vehicles for churn collection and delivery to
depots nationwide.*”® Furthermore, the ability to provide an alternative to rail transport
during the strike had provided confirmation that the wholesaler had made a wise
investment in light of the post-war maintenance arrears and reliability issues afflicting
Britain’s railways.*"’

Another advantage of road transport was its flexibility in use. Through its
Mickleover Transport subsidiary, United Dairies possessed three strategically-located road
haulage depots. The main works and depot at Mickleover, Derbyshire and another depot at
Wells catered for churn collection in two major milk producing areas, whilst the third
depot was located in London to provide a maintenance hub for vehicles used to collect
milk from surrounding dairy farms and dispatch to retailers.*”® The motorised operation
also benefited the farmer by reducing the cost of transporting small quantities of milk over
short distances, as milk distribution by rail attracted a premium because of the need for
speed and care in transit.*”® The railway industry’s justification for a premium charge was
that urgent consignments imposed a ‘high cost [upon] the railways’, whilst farmers
enjoyed lower charges when using dedicated milk services.*'” In this respect, the railway
industry’s implication was that it was subsidising Britain’s milk industry whilst the
agricultural sector experienced a post-First World War recession in 1921.*"!

In contrast, motor haulage possessed better speed and range over horse and rail
transport for the cost of vehicle operation and driver wages. The ability to directly audit
the cleanliness of individual motor vehicles allowed United Dairies to comply with the
Milk and Dairies (Amendment Act) of 1922, which began the process of defining
minimum milk production and sales standards in the interests of hygiene, quality and

public salfety.412

Furthermore, United Dairies could directly assist farmers unwilling to
send milk to their local station using horses because of the general increase in motor traffic

on the roads. As such, United Dairies had amassed a fleet of 400 motor lorries with

405 «“United Dairies, Limited: Continued Progress,” The Times December 2, 1920, p. 23.

406 WSA: 1531/240/5, United Dairies Acquisition of Mickleover Transport Co., 1919-1922.

407 Captain A. H. Amor, “Road Motor Transport,” Our Notebook, 4 (September 1924), p. 79.

408 “Transport Topics,” Our Notebook, 29 (Summer 1949), p. 7; see also: WSA: 1531/240/5, United Dairies
Acquisition of Mickleover Transport Co., 1919-1922.
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19 Larkin, “The Story of Milk from the Cow to the Consumer,” p. 355.

! Perren, Agriculture in Depression, p. 40, p. 55; Whetham, “The Agriculture Act, 1920 and its Repeal — the
‘Great Betrayal,”” p. 49; S. Fairlie, “Dairy Miles,” The Land, 13 (Winter 2012-2013), p. 50.

#12 French and Phillips, Cheated not Poisoned?, pp. 170-173.
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substantial geographical coverage by 1924, thereby providing a service that ‘...obviates the
countless instances [of] the same commodity being handled over and over again, with its
consequent duplication and increased expense’ between farm and depot.*’> Furthermore,
Captain Amor, United Dairies’ transport manager, reported in Qur Notebook, the firm’s
staff magazine, that road haulage costs were ‘lower than the railway rates for the same

journeys’, although details have proved elusive.*"*

The combination of resilience during
industrial action, flexibility in operation and lower handling costs were therefore key

characteristics for an industry engaged with the distribution of perishable produce.

3.5 The railway response to competition

In the absence of comparable figures between both modes of transport, one can speculate
that the use of lorries for milk collection prompted a reduction in milk traffic forwarded by
rail, as the railways experienced a seven per cent decline in milk revenue between 1926
and 1928, from £1.5 to £1.4 million; indeed, revenue was to decline by a further eight per
cent to £1.28 million in 1930.*"” In spite of this, the railway industry remained heavily
involved in country distribution, as farms situated in high-output areas such as
Wensleydale collectively produced more than enough milk to justify rail transit alongside a
road service.'® Britain’s railway companies also expanded their involvement in farm
distribution once the Railway (Road Transport) Acts, described in chapter 2, were passed
in 1928. Despite being contested by the road haulage lobby, the acts enabled each of the
‘Big Four’ to operate road haulage services in direct competition with private hauliers as
an adjunct to railway operations, thus providing the opportunity to establish a feeder
service on behalf of milk wholesalers.*'”

Such a service is described within a GWR Magazine article regarding the
logistical operation for 600 small Cornish farms contracted to supply a Nestlé depot at

Lostwithiel with milk intended for the London market in 1933.4'8

The area’s geography
posed a problem for Nestlé, and the farmers lacked the time to deliver milk to the nearest
depot or railway station themselves. In response, the GWR offered to undertake a trial

whereby a complete farm-to-London service was provided, which entailed the

13 Captain Amor, “Road Motor Transport,” p. 79.

414 Captain Amor, “Road Motor Transport,” pp. 79-80.

I Ministry of Transport, Railway Returns (London: HMSO, 1926-1930).

#16 Hallas, “The Social and Economic Impact of a Rural Railway,” pp. 39-40, p. 43.

*" Walker, Road and Rail, p. 149; “The Effect of the Revision of Railway Traffic Conditions,” The
Commercial Motor, XLVI (January 1928), p. 760.

18 R. F. Thurtle, “Transport Enterprise in Cornish Milk Traffic,” Great Western Railway Magazine, XLV
(1933), p. 63.
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establishment of ten sub-depots at strategic points around the county for housing the
collection lorry fleet.*'” The depots provided distribution hubs for 24 regular motor routes
to farms throughout Cornwall, allowing the GWR to provide a door-to-door service and
consolidate its grip on Nestlé’s London traffic. The process was described as ‘further
impressive evidence of the possibilities and advantages of coordinated road and railway
transport’, implying that the ‘Big Four’ considered themselves capable of farm and depot

milk distribution with equal aplomb.420

3.6 The railways and wholesaler expansion

Despite the self-congratulatory tone of railway reportage, these instances of collaboration
depended upon the demands of the wholesaler, as evidenced by the search for new sources
of supply when London’s demand for milk increased throughout the 1920s. Consequently,
this section argues that the wholesaler, rather than the railways through the advertising of
services, drove expansion. Express Dairies’ decision to establish its Westmorland depot in
1927 revitalised a depressed agrarian economy in which local farmers had endured poor
transport links and the decimation of their traditional milk market in the North East
because of a decline in Tyneside’s heavy industrial economy.**! The new rail-connected
depot and creamery at Appleby thus gave local farmers access to the lucrative London
market via its wholesale dairy at Cricklewood. The venture’s success is recorded within
the company’s official history, which quotes traffic growth from 1,000 to 50,000 gallons of
milk dispatched daily between 1927 and 1931.%**

The rising demand for liquid milk was proving beneficial for farmers in regions
beyond London’s traditional ‘milk shed’ such as Cornwall and South West Wales, where
limited local demand resulted in surplus milk being used in the on-farm production of
cheese and butter.*”® The establishment of creameries in these areas after the First World
War reduced this practice, although milk sold in this market attracted a lower price because

424

of the influence of cheap, imported products.”” Both commodities were therefore treated

19 Thurtle, “Transport Enterprise in Cornish Milk Traffic,” p. 64.
0 Thurtle, “Transport Enterprise in Cornish Milk Traffic,” p. 66.
! Morgan, Express Journey, p. 82.

22 Morgan, Express Journey, p. 82.

> Brown, Agriculture in England, pp. 94-95.

#* Empson, “History of the Milk Marketing Board,” p. 78.
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as ‘sinks’ for surplus milk, the creamery creating a paradox that the more milk produced in
a given area, the less it needed to be moved.*?

This emphasised the importance of cheap transport, as seasonal fluctuations in
production affected prices and necessitated the careful management of the liquid market to
balance supply with demand throughout the year. Milk production peaked during the
spring and summer months; to deal with any surplus, larger country depots incorporated a
creamery that provided wholesalers with a means of balancing supplies and exercising
control over the manufacturing market.*”® In consequence, the increasing oligopoly
enjoyed by the wholesaler over the various stages of milk supply created a buyer’s market,
although David Taylor highlights that despite a lack of reliable data, the liquid trade
remained attractive to dairy farmers in Somerset and Gloucestershire because of the
superior quality and cheapness of cheese and butter imports; the latter region experienced
an increase of 40 per cent in production. **’ Furthermore, arable agricultural holdings in
Norfolk and Lincolnshire had diversified into liquid milk production because of the
prospect of a regular payment for the commodity with minimal capital outlay, the railways
being used to dispatch milk to London.**

The ability to readily engage in liquid milk production was symptomatic of an
unregulated industry, particularly following the introduction of the mobile milking bail in
1922, which permitted the mechanised milking of cattle in the field, as any contract
negotiated with milk wholesalers thus provided some financial certainty for the farmer.**
The contract was a source of regular income when the government’s free trade policy
permitted the sale of 60 to 80 per cent of global butter exports on the British market, which
marked an increase from 6.1 to 8 million tons between 1928 and 1931 and starkly
contrasted with an estimated 800,000 tons produced domestically between 1930 and
1931.%° The country milk depot was therefore a lifeline for Britain’s agrarian economy,
creating an assured market for producers, with milk accounting for 25 per cent of Britain’s

agrarian output in 1930.*! However, the ‘technique of annihilating the gap between town

3 A. J. Youngson, Britain’s Economic Growth, 1920-1966, 2nd Edition (London: George Allen & Unwin,
1968), p. 119; Strauss, “The Structure of the English Milk Industry,” p. 146; Baker, Milk to Market, p. 165.
6 Whetham, The Agrarian History of England and Wales, p- 23; Youngson, Britain’s Economic Growth, p.
119; Strauss, “The Structure of the English Milk Industry,” p. 146; Brown, Agriculture in England, p. 110.
“7D. Taylor, “Growth and Structural Change in the English Dairy Industry, c1860-1930,” The Agricultural
History Review, 35 (1987), p. 62.

8 Baker, Milk to Market, p. 162; Taylor, “Growth and Structural Change in the English Dairy Industry,” p.
52.

% Taylor, “Growth and Structural Change in the English Dairy Industry,” p. 64; Brown, Agriculture in
England, p. 94.

9 HC Deb 28 June 1934, vol 291, cols 1296-1297; Whetham, The Agrarian History of England and Wales,
p. 231.

! Fairlie, “Dairy Miles,” p. 50; Morgan, Express Journey, p. 66.
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and country’ required constant improvement, and the speed at which technological
innovations and service quality improvements could be adopted became an important

battleground for service-based competition between rail and road transport.43 2

3.7 Rail and road competition in depot milk distribution

Although the railways had provided the backbone of long-distance milk distribution since
1864, rate increases proposed after 1920 were considered ‘exorbitant’ by the National
Farmer’s Union (NFU) for the quality of service offered.*”® This section poses the
hypothesis that the railways were complacent towards the traffic, an assertion which might
explain the apparent lack of effort expended in advertising services to milk wholesalers.
The hypothesis is confirmed by the NFU’s Milk and Dairy Produce Committee minutes,
which refer to a deputation sent to the Railway Clearing House (RCH) to discuss the
misuse of milk vans in August 1921.%** They reveal farmers’ complaints about ventilated
milk vans used to transport other perishables, compromising hygiene.435 A subsequent
minute from October 1922 drew attention to the continued use of dirty railway vehicles in
milk transit, indicating that little progress was made before the 1923 railway grouping.**®

These problems prompted a new development in milk transport as a Liverpool
dairy began to experiment with glass-lined lorry-hauled tanks, thus marking the beginning
of an era of intense inter-modal competition and technological advance.*”*’ The bulk tank is
an important example of the transfer of technical knowledge developed in the United
States; its advantages included efficiencies in handling during and after transit whilst
negating the expedient of transporting numerous empty churns over long distances.**®
Their use also reduced the cost of the seasonal transfers of liquid and manufacturing milk
between depots to balance supply, whilst the ease in which tanks could be cleaned as a
result of their vitreous enamel ‘glass’ or stainless steel linings promoted milk hygiene.*’ In
short, the tank presented a means of overcoming many of the disadvantages associated
with being ‘locked-in’ to distribution with the milk churn.

The emergence of the bulk milk tank therefore presented road haulage with the

chance to engage in service-based competition, and considerable cost and qualitative

432 Morgan, Express Journey, p. 15.

433 MERL: NFU AD1/44, National Farmer’s Union (NFU), Minutes of Meeting, February 20, 1923, Item 11.
“* MERL: NFU AD1/44, NFU, Minutes of Meeting, August 18, 1921, Item 3.

“ MERL: NFU AD1/44, NFU, Minutes of Meeting, June 20, 1922, Item 6.

% MERL: NFU AD1/44, NFU, Minutes of Meeting, October 17, 1922, Item 4.

7 “Motor Tankers for Milk,” The Commercial Motor, XXXVII (July 31, 1923), pp. 756-757.

¥ “Motor Tankers for Milk,” p. 756.

9 “Transportation of Milk in Glass-Lined Tanks,” Qur Notebook, 4 (September 1924), pp. 56-57.
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advantages over the railways were reported for milk hauled direct from country depots and

London.**°

Uptake was rapid, with Express Dairies adopting the concept later in 1923;
although the company considered itself an ‘ardent [exponent] of rapid delivery’ when road
speeds were 20mph, the benefits of direct delivery, minimal charges for road access and
low staffing costs were evidently attractive.**' Furthermore, although the 1919 strike had
provided a taster of road transport’s ability in adversity, the road tank was able to play a
role in the 1926 General Strike, particularly in relation to an emergency road operation
implemented to collect milk from producers within a 100-mile radius of London which
gave further proof of the lorry’s long-distance transport capability.***

In supplementing the churn haulage fleet during the General Strike, the road
tanker had long-term ramifications for rail, as Garston Dairies was reported to be regularly
conveying milk over 100 miles from Frome in Somerset to its London depot in ten hours
by August 1926, which saved an estimated £6,000 per annum in railway rates and terminal
chalrges.443 When considered against the developments taking place in road haulage, it is
possible to argue that the railway industry’s response was lacklustre.*** The ‘Big Four’
companies remained ‘locked-in’ to pre-1900 principles, with the GWR ‘Siphon’
particularly emblematic of financial conservatism and entrenched working practices, and
provides a succinct example of technological path-dependency when there was demand for
new development to meet the dairy sector’s need for low-cost and seamless distribution.**’

Instead of developing existing services, the grouping of the railway companies in
1923 had placed emphasis upon attracting new traffic flows to meet the ‘Standard
Revenue’, as discussed in chapter 2, once again supporting the hypothesis that the railways
were relaxed about promoting and supporting existing traffic.*® Consequently, the
wholesaler took responsibility for overcoming this disadvantage by unilaterally driving
innovation in milk transport by rail; the railway industry’s lack of initiative in relation to
rail-mounted tanks was highlighted by the Locomotive, Railway Carriage and Wagon

447

Review.”™" In 1925, the publication reported the successful use of tanks with cooling

apparatus in the United States, thereby bolstering railway competition with road

#0 «“Road Transport Scores a Valuable Point,” The Commercial Motor, XXXVIII (January 29, 1924), p. 800;
“The Great Strike,” Our Notebook, 6 (July 1926), p. 63. See also: Morgan, Express Journey, pp. 60-76.

“1 «“The Milky Way,” The Commercial Motor, XXXVI (January 16, 1923), p. 656.

#2 “The Great Strike,” pp. 63-64. See also: Morgan, Express Journey, p. 69.

3 “Carrying Milk in Bulk by Road,” The Commercial Motor, XLIV (August 24, 1926), p. 12.

“* Walker, Road and Rail, p. 115.

3 The longevity of the ‘Siphon’ concept is demonstrated by Slinn and Clarke, GW Siphons; see also: “Fifty
Years On: Whitland Creamery,” Our Notebook, 44 (Autumn 1964), pp. 3-4. For a brief account of the dairy
farmer’s requirement for low distribution costs, see Fairlie, “Dairy Miles,” pp. 48-49.

Mo, Essery, “Railway Salesmanship,” Backtrack, Special Issue 1 (1998), p. 52; Walker, Road and Rail, p.
111.

#7 «“Railway Milk Transport in Bulk,” The Locomotive, Railway Carriage and Wagon Review, XXXI (1925),
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transport.**® In 1926, the publication flew a higher kite when a daily road-based service
conveying 2,500 gallons of milk from the West Country to London was used to emphasise
the competition facing Britain’s railways.449

The case for adoption was to compare the road tank operation with the ‘old-
fashioned ...method of conveying [milk] in small capacity churns’, which was cited as
being un-remunerative deadweight during long-distance transit.*** An analysis of the
savings obtained implied similar benefits for the railways, as ‘allowing for depreciation...
the working cost works out at £1,600 per annum, carrying over 2,000 tons of milk. This is
said to be less than half the cost of transport by rail’, with savings accrued in the reduction
of handling and the economies of scale through bulk conveyance.451 The article therefore
acknowledges that the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of the rail operation had general
scope for improvement, implying that Britain’s railways were more than capable of

reducing the lead established by road haulage as the first mode of inland transport to adopt
bulk tank technology for milk distribution.

Image 6

—~
[ | canED

UNITED DAIRIES

Restored LMS/United Dairies bulk milk tank No. 44057, which forms part of the National
Collection of railway vehicles. This example is a later six-wheeled vehicle, built in 1937.
Source: National Railway Museum NRM_CT_937988.

¥ «“Railway Milk Transport in Bulk,” p. 163.

9 «“The Transport of Milk,” The Locomotive, Railway Carriage and Wagon Review, XXXII (1926), p. 364.
#9 “The Transport of Milk,” p. 364.

#1 “The Transport of Milk,” p. 364.
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Along with its rival Express Dairies, United Dairies, which already operated road tankers
from Banbury, Petersfield and Moreton-in-Marsh to London, forced the issue by
threatening a transfer to road haulage.*** Faced with a significant loss of milk traffic, the
GWR and LMS entered into a compromise whereby United Dairies provided loading and
cleaning facilities at its Calveley, Wootton Bassett and Mitre Bridge (London) depots,
whilst the railways re-organised sidings and operated the services.”? The compromise was
most evident in the unusual agreement whereby the railway companies would construct the
chassis and mount 3,000 gallon glass-lined tanks supplied by United Dairies, creating
similar vehicles to that illustrated above in Image 6.*>* This dual-ownership had no
precedent, as other traders purchased and registered their own ‘Private Owner’ tanks with
the railway companies, allowing speculation that neither party was willing or able to fully
commit to the enterprise alone; yet both stood to benefit from overcoming years of being
‘locked-in’ to inefficient technology.*”

Trial services between Cheshire, Wiltshire and London commenced on 15
December 1927. As with the road tanks, the potential benefits were threefold: the
concentration of larger quantities of milk at fewer country depots; a reduction in
unnecessary train movements and associated handling, the preservation of milk quality via
insulation and near-complete protection from contamination.*® The economy of scale
provided by the tank was also made clear; their 3,000 gallon capacity was double the 1,440
gallons the GWR ‘Siphon’ vans could carry in ‘ideal conditions’, and could displace three
LMS ventilated milk vans.*”’ United Dairies’ trial proved successful, whilst Express
Dairies established daily services from Appleby to Cricklewood and Frome to South
Acton; the latter route was in near-direct competition with Garston Dairies’ road
operation.”® Although the concept was emulated by other wholesale dairies, it is necessary
to reiterate the argument that this an example of change being driven by the transport user;
whilst the benefits for both parties are clear, the adoption of the railway bulk tank had not

emerged from railway industry actively responding to road competition for the traffic.

452 «“The Value of Milk Tankers,” The Commercial Motor, XLII (December 15, 1925), p. 629; Whetham, The
Agrarian History of England and Wales, p. 151.

3 «“Conveyance of Milk in Bulk,” p. 491; Editorial, LMS Railway Magazine, IV (1927), p. 361.

#% “Milk Transport in Tank Wagons,” The Railway Magazine, LXII (January-June 1928), pp. 120-122.

3 Essery, Rowland and Steel, British Goods Wagons, p. 98.
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3.8 The London wholesale depot

The London wholesale depots helped to fill the ‘widening gap between retailers and dairy
farmers’ and were the natural successors to the small town dairy prevalent in George
Barham’s era.**® In the case of United Dairies, a structural division of the firm’s wholesale
and retail functions ensured that the reception, processing and subsequent distribution of
liquid milk destined for the London market became the sole responsibility of a single
organisation, allowing retailers to concentrate upon the disposal of milk to customers and
consumers.*® The changes facing London’s wholesale depot operations before 1930 thus
provides another factor supporting the hypothesis that transport innovation was governed
by the milk distributors, rather than through proactive development by external providers.
The London depot was of paramount importance to the supply operation for two
principal reasons. Firstly, although the country depot provided an effective means for
directing the flow of milk to liquid or manufacturing markets, daily calculations were
needed to estimate demand. Such calculations depended upon the daily collection of data
regarding consumer demand, which could only be accurately performed at the wholesale

depot.461

A second function was to process milk for retail, an activity synonymous with
moves to promote milk hygiene in the 1920s. However, government legislation in this
regard lacked teeth due to the cost of enforcement, and distributors were left to voluntarily
grade and licence their milk under the Milk and Dairies (Amendment) Act (1922).

The Act attempted to improve quality assurance in the interests of public health
and food hygiene by preventing the sale of tuberculous milk, and United Dairies identified
hygiene as a potential tool for establishing a competitive edge within an oligopolistic

462
trade.*¢

From this perspective, investment in rail and road bulk milk tanks complemented
a rolling programme of depot improvement, as the installation of improved pasteurising
and bottling equipment guaranteed milk quality during the final stages of its journey to the
consumer, with 90 per cent of London’s milk being pasteurised by 1934.*> This was
supplemented by bottling, which aside from preventing contamination between wholesale

depot and customer, permitted the retail of standard measures of milk. Therefore, the

49 «London Wholesale Dairies Ltd.- Transport Department,” Our Notebook, 16 (July 1936), pp. 6-8;
Whetham, “The London Milk Trade, 1860-1900,” p. 372.

460 Whetham, “The London Milk Trade, 1860-1900,” p. 172.

! «L_ondon Wholesale Dairies Ltd.- Transport Department,” p. 6.

%62 French and Phillips, Cheated not Poisoned?, p. 169, p. 174; P. Atkins, “The Pasteurization of England:
The Science, Culture and Health Implications of Food Processing, 1900-1950,” in Food Science Policy and
Regulation in the Twentieth Century: International and Comparative Perspectives, ed. D. F. Smith and J.
Phillips (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 41.
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combination of bulk tanks, pasteurisation and bottling were products of the wholesalers’
governance over the supply chain to establish a near-seamless flow of milk to the

consumer that minimised spoilage and reduced handling costs.***

3.9 Developing the rail-tank operation, ¢.1928-1935

The wholesaler’s ability to drive the railway operation is also demonstrated by United
Dairies’ plans for its East Finchley and Vauxhall depots in 1928. A small depot at East
Finchley received milk in churns ‘from many points’; the daily quantity of milk ranging
from 7,000 to 9,000 gallons provided the LNER with business worth up to £17,000 per
annum.*®> A memorandum submitted to the Traffic, Locomotive and Works Committee,
which authorised engineering work, reported that United Dairies had °...decided to adopt
the tank system’ at East Finchley and to ‘discontinue sending churns to that place’ from
Ingestre, Staffordshire.*®® It also highlights that new technological innovations increased
competition between Britain’s ‘Big Four’ railway companies, as specific mention was
made of the GWR and LMS’ services from Calveley and Wootton Bassett to Mitre Bridge.

Whilst United Dairies’ proposal implies a desire to maintain a relationship with
the railways, the memorandum’s tone suggests that the LNER did not relish the prospect of
spending money. Although the LNER would benefit from the release of milk vans for
other duties and reduced labour costs at East Finchley station, this was offset by increased
track maintenance costs in the long term.*®” Furthermore, the Committee highlighted that
‘every effort [had] been made to induce the firm to bear the whole of this expenditure’, but
the precedent set by the LMS and GWR meant United Dairies threatened to transfer the
traffic to Willesden for road transfer to East Finchley depot.468 Therefore, the loss of traffic
and revenue compelled the railway company to participate.*®’

The railway’s principal concern about acceding to United Dairies’ proposals was
an anticipated decline in churn traffic once the tanks entered service, with estimates
suggesting that the annual revenue for the East Finchley operation would reduce from
£17,00 to £14,500.*”° However, it was anticipated that the £2,500 shortfall would be

mitigated by the concentration of United Dairies’ churn traffic at Finsbury Park depot. The

44, Davies, “The Birth of an Epoch,” Our Notebook, 18 (January 1928), p. 45, p. 48.

465 TNA: RAIL 390/708, 25 February 1928 Memorandum to the Traffic, Locomotive and Works
Committees, pp. 1-5.

46 TNA: RAIL 390/708, 25 February 1928 Memorandum, p. 1.

7 TNA: RAIL 390/708, 25 February 1928 Memorandum, p. 4.

% TNA: RAIL 390/708, 25 February 1928 Memorandum, p. 3.

99 TNA: RAIL 390/708, 26 March 1928 Wedgwood to Bury.

79 RAIL 390/708, 25 February 1928 Memorandum, p. 3.
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memorandum also lists the extent of the works required, which included a siding with loop
to hold three tanks at East Finchley depot; a siding to hold six empty tanks; a short
extension to the milk stage at Ingestre, and the construction of seven tank chassis, all of
which incurred a capital cost of ;557,605.471 Whilst finite financial resources was the
reason for the LNER’s reticence to participate, United Dairies also openly promoted its
prowess ‘...in bringing milk to London in glass-lined road tanks’ in October 1928, which
implies that the wholesaler considered its vertically-integrated road haulage operation as its
principal means of milk distribution.*’”* The onset of economic depression at the end of

1928 slowed expansion, with tank chassis construction by the GWR halted until 1931.*7

Graph 9
Value of gross output of selected agricutural holdings in England
and Wales and the economic Depression, 1927-1939
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 9 (p. 301).

Although the Depression placed pressure upon the industry to maintain low distribution
costs, the value of the gross output of milk detailed in Graph 9 remained stable in

comparison with other agricultural food commodities, making the trade more attractive to

‘I TNA: RAIL 390/708, 25 February 1928 Memorandum, p. 3.

472 «1 ondon Wholesale Dairies New Vauxhall Depot and Head Offices,” Our Notebook, 8 (October 1928), p.
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47 This stability might have encouraged the

farmers in a depressed agricultural market.
GWR to develop an insulated ‘Siphon’ that used dry ice to keep churns cool in 1930 and
United Dairies to commence tank operations at Vauxhall depot by installing pumping
equipment at the railway station.*”” Vauxhall thus became the main reception point for
tank-borne milk dispatched via the Southern Railway from United Dairies’ country depots
at Semley and Gillingham, as indicated below in Map 2, with one million gallons received
in the year ending January 1933.*’° Further evidence of increased confidence was the
GWR’s decision to design a six-wheel chassis to improve stability at speed in 1931, whilst
United Dairies developed internal baffling to reduce churning in transit.*’’

Similarly, confidence in the principle of bulk tank operations is evidenced by the
Southern’s decision to attract traffic from wholesalers without a direct rail connection in
1931. A scheme was developed in collaboration with the London Co-operative Wholesale
Society (CWS) to serve several non-rail connected dairies in Somerset, from where churns
were delivered to the nearest railway station for dispatch to its Clapham Junction depot.478
The desire to reduce handling resulted in a new development in the bulk tank concept
which combined the flexibility of the lorry with the efficiency of long-distance rail
transport. The CWS thus provided 2,000-gallon trailer-tanks for towing between its
Bruton dairy and Cole station, where they were loaded and secured onto special flat-

wagons designed by the Southern before being worked the 138 miles to Clapham.479

474 Brown, Agriculture in England, p. 110; B. Jeuda, “The Decline of Milk Trains in North Staffordshire in
LMS Days,” Journal of the North Staffordshire Railway Study Group, 26 (2010), pp. 27-28; Copsey, “The
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" Slinn and Clarke, GW Siphons, pp. 90-96.
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7 “Milk by Rail- The Modern Way: Tanks Instead of Churns,” Southern Railway Magazine, 9 (1931), pp.
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14!

Selected wholesaler depot locations on the Southern Railway network

Key to map:
Country depots and mileage to London depots

1. United Dairies Chard, 138

2. London CWS Bruton, 138
(Clapham Junction via Templecombe and Yeovil Junction)

3. United Dairies Gillingham, 104
4. United Dairies Semley, 99

5. United Dairies Tisbury, 95

6. United Dairies Salisbury, 82

London depots

7. London CWS Clapham Junction
8. United Dairies Vauxhall
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Such collaboration is a rare example of full coordination between rail and road transport
before the Second World War.*** A subsequent arrangement between the LNER and the
CWS saw a similar service commence between Stowmarket and Stratford, East London in
1934, where railway-owned lorries were used to provide a coordinated service, and Image
7 shows that the concept was adopted by smaller milk wholesale firms.**' The scheme
coincided with the expansion of the fixed-tank operation to new destinations, with United
Dairies’ Wood Lane processing and bottling depot opening in early 1935. However,
although the GWR was keen to publicise its ‘vital part in the transport of milk from the
countryside’ by highlighting its role in the depot’s development, it obscures the effort

expended by the wholesaler in driving forward innovation in distribution.***

Image 7

RN

MILK TANK ~ WAGON

Bradford Model Milk Company Limited 2,000-gallon demountable milk tank and flat-wagon,
illustrating the arrangement pioneered by the Southern Railway and the London Co-
operative Wholesale Society at the latter’s Bruton dairy in 1931. Although undated, the
wagon was probably constructed by the LNER ¢1934. Source: National Railway Museum
DS130202-101926.

0 «Six-wheel wagons for conveying Road Milk Tank Trailers, Great Western Railway,” Locomotive,
Railway Carriage and Wagon Review, 38 (1932), p. 258; “Rail and Road Coordination in Milk Transport,”
The Commercial Motor, LIV (13 October 1931), p. 285.

1 TNA: RAIL 390/957, 23 April 1934 Memorandum to the Traffic, Locomotive and Works Committees,
pp- 1-2.

2 «“The World’s Largest Milk Depot: Another Vital Industry Served by the Great Western Railway,” Great
Western Railway Magazine, XLVII (1935), pp. 75-78.
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3.10 Motorising urban milk distribution

The inter-war development of London’s wholesale depot network provides a barometer of
the milk industry’s success in adapting to changing economic circumstances through

centralisation, innovation and investment.**?

Although the eradication of churns in favour
of tank operations was a long-term ambition, investment in technologies such as
pasteurisation and labour reduction ensured that some progress was being made towards

maintaining overall market stability and competitiveness.484

These were important
considerations when economic uncertainty and changing consumer and government
attitudes towards milk quality influenced purchasing habits, and confirms the depot’s status
as a crucial component in an integrated milk supply operation.

This was particularly true of the urban distribution of milk to retailers, which
underwent a transformation between 1919 and 1932 equalling that experienced in rail
haulage and farm collection.”® As already indicated, primary responsibility for urban
distribution was with the wholesaler, and The Commercial Motor magazine published a
feature-article about a successful trial motorised delivery operation initiated by Express
Dairies in North London in 1920.** However, whilst the willingness to motorise country
depot collection services was prompted by longer distances and the need to improve the
reliability of the flow of milk from the farm, the urban environment posed a completely
different challenge for the wholesaler’s distribution operation.*®’

The stop-start nature of routes, shorter distances and the path-dependency of
retailing infrastructure meant that the horse and float remained the predominant method of
distribution from the depot, whilst growing congestion meant that motorised transport
could not necessarily be used to best aldvalntalge.488 However, it is possible to hypothesise
that the adoption of motor haulage for milk deliveries to retail customers stemmed from
two motivations. Firstly, the limited range of horse distribution meant the multiplication of
wholesaler depots at strategic locations around central London; road transport could
operate longer delivery routes from fewer depots, permitting a reduction in overheads

through depot amalgamation.*® Secondly, the transformation of urban distribution was an

3 Simpson, “Milk Production in England and Wales,” p. 98.

4 Valenze, Milk, p. 263.

5 «“How London Helps the Country,” Our Notebook, 11 (April 1932), pp. 7-8.

6 < ondon’s New Milk Service,” The Commercial Motor, XXXI (August 10, 1920), p. 709.

“7 «London Wholesale Dairies Ltd.- Transport Department,” pp. 6-8.

“% “How London Helps the Country,” p. 7; Morgan, Express Journey, p. 51; “Should Horse Transport be
Eliminated from Congested Areas?,” The Commercial Motor, XLIV (January 4, 1927), p. 623.

9 «London Wholesale Dairies Ltd.- Transport Department,” p. 6.
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important marketing tool, as the use of horse transport ran contrary to the modernising
image that the wholesale dairies wished to convey in 1930.%%

It is also possible to hypothesise that the changes taking place in farm collections
and long-distance distribution over the previous decade had prompted a fresh look at urban
distribution in the interests of rationalisation.*”’ The modernisation of the firm’s London
transport operations began in earnest in 1931, and 300 horses were replaced by 100 lorries
constructed by its Mickleover Transport subsidiary in 1932.%2 Although the adoption of
motor transport for urban distribution illustrates the potential for economies of scale in the
carriage of more milk with less vehicles over the course of a day, the rush to purchase
vehicles fell foul of government regulations responding to the growth of motor transport.

A prominent example followed the implementation of the Road Traffic Act
(1930), which introduced a punitive tax for operators of solid-tyre vehicles in favour of
pneumatic tyres to reduce road damage.*” This had an adverse effect upon United Dairies’
modernisation programme as many of its existing vehicles featured solid tyres that required
changing, concisely illustrating the potential expense of operating a fleet of vehicles on
own account.””* Despite this setback, United Dairies’ acquisition of a motorised fleet for
urban distribution ensured ‘that the high standard of purity and excellence maintained in
the processing plant is kept up whilst milk ...is in transit’ whilst economies emerged from

the longer operational range and repealt—reloalding.495

3.11 The Milk Marketing Board and milk distribution, ¢.1936-
1939

Britain’s interwar milk supply was the product of a relationship between oligopolistic milk
wholesalers and a monopolistic railway industry. However, the emergence of the Milk
Marketing Board (MMB) in 1933 represented the beginning of a shift in governance from
the wholesaler towards the producer. The supply chain analysis has already indicated the
MMB’s position within the supply chain; the organisation was tasked with stabilising the
milk market whilst other agricultural commodities experienced dire economic

performance.*® The Board’s structure comprised of eleven regions in England and Wales,

% Morgan, Express Journey, p. 52, p. 64.

“! “How London Helps the Country,” p. 7.

2 “How London Helps the Country,” p. 7.

493 “The Maintenance of Mechanical Rolling Stock Owned by United Dairies,” Our Notebook, 12 (January
1932), p. 11; Road Traffic Act, 1930, 20 & 21 Geo. 5, c. 43, s. 3.

4% «“The Maintenance of Mechanical Rolling Stock,” p. 11.

4%« ondon Wholesale Dairies Ltd.- Transport Department,” p. 8.

496 Baker, Milk to Market, pp. 55-56, p. 62, p. 73; Brown, Agriculture in England, p. 113, pp. 115-116;
Martin, The Development of Modern Agriculture, pp. 23-24.
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which held statutory powers to wrest control from the wholesale industry by setting
minimum producer prices and acting as a third-party in producer-wholesaler contract
negotiations to ‘rationalise the flow of milk supplies and concentrate surplus in areas
where manufacturing could be operated most economically’.*’

The MMB’s interest in addressing distribution problems caused by the whims of
the wholesale industry began in 1934, when the dairy economy west of Carlisle was hit by
a local creamery’s review of contracts, removing a significant market in an area with
limited local demand.*® The Board therefore established its own creamery for cheese
manufacturing at Aspatria, although its lack of experience in transport operations presented
an opportunity for the LMS to establish a working relationship by agreeing to operate an
experimental ‘all-in’ collection and delivery service that assisted the MMB and prevented
traffic loss to private road hauliers.*”” The LMS’ willingness to cooperate with the MMB
suggests that Britain’s railway companies were fully cognisant of the changes taking place,
and the potential for further traffic opportunities instilled greater confidence in the
longevity of both churn and tank traffic, with the LMS introducing an insulated churn van
in 1935.°® However, initial optimism for a fruitful working relationship was receding by
1936 when the MMB complained of railway complacency in the very road collection
business it helped create.

The principal cause of tension was railway bureaucracy regarding the cost of an
LMS road collection and delivery service at the MMB’s Wem creamery.”' Although no
rates are quoted, a competing creamery with its own lorry fleet reduced its collection
charges to entice local farmers into transferring their business. The Board, having given
the LMS ‘every opportunity of taking the business at the prices quoted by reputable
hauliers’, was not given a prompt response, and issued the threat of transferring traffic to
private road hauliers.”® The MMB’s ability to negotiate on behalf of the producer in
transport matters demonstrates the shift in influence within the supply chain; the LMS’

apparent lack of regard for commercial pressures within the milk industry fuelled a belief

“7 G. Walworth, Feeding the Nation in Peace and War (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1940), p. 345.
% Baker, Milk to Market, p. 87; Empson, “History of the Milk Marketing Board, 1933-1994,” p. 79.

%9 Empson, “History of the Milk Marketing Board, 1933-1994,” p. 79; TNA: JV 7/562, 25 May 1934
Minutes of Board Meeting Procedures.

W, Banks, “Milk Traffic- An Overview,” LMS Journal, 34 (2011), pp. 41-47; J. Harvey, “Post-World War
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(2009), pp. 117-118; “Insulated Milk Vans, LMSR,” Locomotive, Railway Carriage and Wagon Review 41
(1935), p. 242.
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that the railways were complacent and inflexible, and that an alternative mode of transport
was desirable.””

A second reason for declining railway traffic was the MMB’s policy of reducing
‘unnecessary’ haulage by actively encouraging the local processing of surplus milk into
dairy products.”® A report published by the LNER in 1937 about its Wensleydale milk
traffic recorded a loss of 85,033 gallons of milk to road between December 1934 and
December 1935 due to the short distance to a Cow & Gate creamery at Northallerton.””
Although this was mitigated by the dispatch of dried milk and butter products, the MMB’s
role in contract negotiations with wholesalers to improve the producer’s financial return
brought uncertainty, as exemplified by the Board’s decision to direct the milk output from
Express Dairies” depot at Leyburn solely to the London liquid trade from January 1937.7%
This again suggests that the MMB’s concern for reducing the transaction costs facing
producers underpinned supply chain changes, as farmers continued to provide a rebate to
wholesalers for transport to the first point of sale through their monthly contracts.>”’

Such interventions provided a means of circumventing the MMB’s lack of legal
powers to intervene in the choice of rail or road conveyance, which remained ‘a matter of
arrangement between the individual producer and his buyer’ before the Second World
War.”® In doing so, the Board could ‘...intervene in the matter of collection charges’ made
to its regional ‘milk pools’, which were created in 1934 to provide a guaranteed price for
milk.”®” Buyer rebates originally deducted from the producer’s monthly milk contracts
were therefore charged to the milk pool and were closely audited by the MMB; they were
also differentiated according to whether the milk was intended for the liquid or
manufacturing market to create a complex payments system that demanded accurate
record-keeping by all parties.”"

Further evidence of the MMB’s interest in transport matters is provided by

records of a meeting held at the RCH in March 1938. The resultant memorandum

indicated that the Board had requested details of the quantity of milk passing by rail

S TNA: IV 7/562, 15 April 1937 Long Distance Transport; Scott, “British Railways and the Challenge from
Road Transport, 1919-39,” pp. 101-120.
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between November 1936 and April 1937 from all points of origin.’'' The request
ostensibly formed part of a broad-ranging review of transport arrangements to identify
unnecessary long-distance milk haulage to reduce the £5 million charged to producers in
rail and road transport costs annually.”'? As this was a long-term ambition, the MMB
suggested that the data could also provide ‘material assistance’ for an ‘increase in the rail
carryings of Milk traffic’ in the short-term as long-distance traffic was gradually
concentrated at fewer locations."

Whilst the MMB indicated that it was purely an exercise to ascertain the hitherto
unknown quantity of milk conveyed by road, there was apprehension that the data would
be used to ‘force the present users of the railways to seek cheaper transport costs to the
detriment of the Companies’.”"* This defensive attitude provides further indication of the
MMB’s increasing influence over the milk supply chain, particularly as a reduction in the
average price per gallon of milk from its peak in 1922-23 to the persistently lower levels

between 1930 and 1939 indicated in Graph 10 appears to support a hypothesis that railway

receipts would have to be squeezed further to assist the producer.

Graph 10
Annual average liquid milk prices in England and Wales, 1922-1938
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Source: See Appendix 2, Table 10 (p. 302).

The Board’s ambition to improve the producer’s remuneration was to be achieved through
transport efficiencies such as increased road haulage, and may be considered within the

context of concurrent political interest in the cost of food distribution in Britain between

SIUTNA: RAIL 396/3, 3 March 1938 Memorandum of Meeting, p. 1.
312 TNA: RAIL 396/3, 3 March 1938 Memorandum of Meeting, p. 2.
33 TNA: RAIL 396/3, 3 March 1938 Memorandum of Meeting, p. 1.
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1936 and 1938. The examination of factors affecting milk distribution costs was the focus
of the Cutforth Report, published in 1936 to inform a projected Milk Bill to intervene in
the retail price of milk.”"> Al