                                                 Chapter Two

          THE HISTORY OF THE WHITBY – LOFTUS LINE UP TO c. 1890

Irving’s analysis of the line
     In his 1993 article R. J. Irving examined the poor returns of North Eastern branch lines, some of which, especially the Whitby-Loftus line, were hopeless from the beginning. Indeed, Irving considered that the line was ‘a financial disaster of some magnitude’, ‘one of the poorer railway investment decisions’, and that ‘a more spectacular example of a loss-making branch would be hard to find’.
 These were reasonable conclusions. Thus a number of important questions are posed in this chapter: Why was the line built in the first place? Why did it take so long to build? Why, after amalgamation with the North Eastern Railway, did the company spend such large sums on its construction? Subsidiary questions consider the quality of the line’s construction, the importance of the three reports from inspectors from the Railway Department of the Board of Trade, and an analysis of the traffic returns for the line which exist from 1883-7. Finally the equally important question of the line’s contribution to social utility and rural mobility in the years up to 1890 will be addressed, although this theme, which is ongoing throughout the line’s history, will be dealt with in much more detail in Chapter Three.
    The first question will be answered by considering the economy of the region, an analysis of the line’s 1871 and 1881 prospectuses, the engineering difficulties caused by the topography through which the line ran (especially between Kettleness and Sandsend), the financial problems of the Whitby, Redcar and Middlesbrough Union Railway Company, and the downturn (or, rather, fluctuations) in the economy between the line’s conception and its completion. Indeed, the first two points are strongly connected. It appears quite likely that the financial problems encountered by the Whitby Company were partly, if not in the main, due to the misguided plan to construct the line along the cliff top between Sandsend and Kettleness. Attempts to construct this line continually met with failure, and were perhaps the cause of the dismissal of the original contractor. The second question cannot be confined to this chapter, although many of Irving’s conclusions may be seen to be correct, if the fortunes of the line are considered only up to 1890. The immense cost of the line and the initial traffic returns would indicate, at this stage at least, that Irving’s analysis is pertinent. The third question, while not dissimilar to the second in that an analysis must be over the entire 75 years of the line’s existence, not just the initial years, involves considerations of a more abstract nature, and will bring in T. Leunig’s argument that ‘as the period progressed railways offered poor returns to investors, but they delivered tremendous welfare gains to travellers and to society’.
 The final analysis would have to consider whether or not the line was an example of a failed railway but, as above, a consideration of its entire history must be effected.   
The Whitby, Redcar, and Middlesbrough Union Railway prospectuses of 1871 and 1881

      The railway was built for all sorts of purposes, but the main motivation for the construction of the line was the belief in potential mineral traffic. The 1871 Prospectus for the Whitby, Redcar, and Middlesbrough Union Railway (the Whitby-Loftus line) makes this clear. Although it will be understood that prospectuses are designed to show the future line in as rosy a light as possible, and thus by their nature contain hyperbole, once that hyperbole is stripped away the descriptions given in a prospectus may be very useful. The 1871 Prospectus is short compared with the company’s 1881 publication. After observing that the line, once built, will complete ‘a much required link in the Coast communication of this important system’ (the North Eastern Railway), three major reasons for the line’s construction are given. Firstly,

      ‘The district through which the line passes forms one of the richest portions of the 

       well-known Cleveland iron field, and only awaits opening up by railway 

       communication to equal any other part of the north-east district in mining and 

       smelting operations. It also abounds in building and cement stone, and alum and 

       Petroleum shale’. 
  

This was not entirely true, for the ‘richest portions’ of the Cleveland ironstone deposits were not in this district. There were deposits near Grinkle (which were exploited) and Kettleness (which were not), but the initial promotion of the line as above all a mineral carrying line was unfounded. At Sandsend there were, up until the early 1870s, considerable alum works, but by the time of the initial promotion of the line these had been worked out and were moribund. The second selling point of the prospectus was far more pertinent,
      ‘As the line will complete the communication between the rich and populous iron 

       district near Middlesbrough and the watering-places along the coast to Whitby, a 

       considerable passenger traffic may be counted upon, which, on the opening of a 

       projected line from Whitby to Scarborough, will be further increased.’

This statement was prescient, as the line from Whitby to Scarborough was completed and opened in 1885, while the population of Middlesbrough grew dramatically, from 7,431 in 1851 to 55,934 in 1881 and 91,302 in 1901.
 Unfortunately this potentially vast travelling public was not fully exploited by the line until 1933, for in the first fifty years of the line’s existence the northern terminus was the small town of Saltburn. The third of the proposed line’s selling points in 1871 was transportation of fish,
      ‘There are numerous fishing stations along the coast, such as Runswick Bay, Port 

       Mulgrave, and Staithes, from which a large and highly profitable fish traffic will pass 

       over this line to the Midland and manufacturing districts’.

A glance at the receipts for the line in the opening years will indicates how unlikely this hope was. As well as emphasising the completion of a much-needed link along the coast, the prospectus was equally at pains to point out that the line was ‘not a branch line’. Irving’s argument that the line was a financial disaster in terms of returns to shareholders may be illuminated by the claims made in the 1871 prospectus that

      ‘Assuming that it earns on average only £40 per mile per week, worked by the North-
      Eastern, as arranged, at 50% of the gross earnings, there will be a net annual revenue 
      of £16,640 – equal to 5% on the Debentures and Ordinary Shares of the Company; 
      £50 per mile will give 6½% dividend, and £67, the average of the North Eastern, will 

      give over 9% on the ordinary Shares’.
 

In the end for every £100 of initial investment the line’s Ordinary shareholders received under £10.

     On 1st February 1881 the directors of the Whitby, Redcar, and Middlesbrough Union Railway sent a long and detailed prospectus (which they described as a circular) to their shareholders and, perhaps more importantly, those of the North Eastern Railway, freely admitting its purpose. ‘It is with the wish that, as a shareholder in the North Eastern you may be disposed to take an interest in this line of railway and avail yourself of the present depreciated price of WR&M stock….’
 Bearing in mind that a prospectus is a tool to create favourable conditions for investment, this document suggests the economic and other benefits which it was hoped the railway would bring to the area through which it would pass. Industry and, by implication and to a much lesser degree, tourism and greater rural mobility are the selling points which the directors wished to emphasise. The document is therefore worth considering in some detail. Firstly, however, it is useful to compare the 1881 prospectus with that of 1871. The former is more detailed, and thus more prone to exaggeration, but the basic benefits of the line remain; they are those of mineral transportation, with secondary emphasis given to fish traffic and tourism.

    The directors began by observing that ‘the line passes through an unusually picturesque country, bristling with numerous and thriving communities, and what is especially important, through a country redolent with mineral wealth, at present only partially developed’.  The document then spends four paragraphs setting out the economy of Whitby: Shipbuilding, sail cloth and rope manufacturing, the then fashionable jet production (which the document estimates at being worth £60,000 p.a.), and finally fish. From all these the new railway ‘will derive an important revenue, and also confer corresponding advantages on the trade and prosperity of the town’. Tourism is seen as a factor which will benefit from the new railway, for two  miles from the junction at Bog Hall ‘….the first station is reached, which will be called West Cliff Station, a populous suburb of Whitby; and to the residents and visitors this station will necessarily be of the greatest importance’. Of course it is to be expected that prospectuses for new railway lines would use a fairly high level of hyperbole but to describe the area of Whitby in which the new West Cliff Station was to be built as ‘a populous suburb’ is not borne out by maps of the time. Later maps, one before 1925 and the other as late as c.1933 show a slow growth in the development of housing in the area. 
   

    Perhaps the most fanciful description of future hopes for the line is the paragraph concerning Kettleness. The remotest area of the line, with only the nearby hamlet of Goldsborough to provide passenger revenue, the entry could be used as an exemplar for all the many branch lines which were built at considerable cost, upon which so many hopes were laid, and yet which came to very little. Nevertheless the paragraph sums up the main reason for the building of the line and at the same time how dependent such projects were on the vicissitudes of economic fortune. ‘A few years since the district round Kettleness was successfully worked by local capitalists for the ironstone, which abounds everywhere in this portion of Cleveland; but the insuperable difficulties (expense of transit, and the depreciation in iron in 1875) led to their temporary abandonment, but with the marked and progressive improvement in the Cleveland district, it is believed these mining operations will be renewed on a large scale when the line is opened’.
 At Staithes, which the directors appeared to be most anxious to promote, ‘is, next to Whitby, the most important station’. The prospectus (or circular) mentions Staithes’ ‘important fisheries’, the ‘inexhaustible mines’ (iron ore) nearby , and that both the fish and iron industries have to carry their loads ‘at great cost and inconvenience by road, in carts and wagons’ six miles to Loftus, the nearest railhead. 
 

    It is clearly the financial benefits to be obtained from freight, and not from passengers, that concerned the directors, for they further emphasise that ‘the  neighbourhood abounds in ironstone of good quality, and is daily despatched in large quantities to the numerous furnaces on the Tees’. Looking at the traffic returns from 1883-9 (to be discussed in detail shortly) it appears that hardly any of these hopes materialised and, in fact, it was to be the passenger market which turned out to be the most important. The prospectus of 1881, issued only two years before the opening of the line, promises much and, indeed, many of the claims made could have borne fruit. However, it was above all else the cost of the line as well as slumps in the local economy, which caused the line, even in its early years, to be a major loss-maker.
 
    Economic motives have been mentioned above, but the building of the line was not necessarily entirely due to the desire for profit. Although the periods of railway ‘mania’ were now in the past (although there was a ‘mini-mania’ in the mid-1860s), by that decade the forming of new companies and the construction of new lines was still commonplace. New lines were, perhaps, par excellence, the visual evidence of a growing and dynamic economy. Towns which perhaps in the past had been resistant to the incursion of the railway now realised the benefits that a line could bring. The benefits of being the first industrial nation, which included expansion of international trade, the growth of the Empire, and the dominance of Britain politically in world affairs were a source of pride to the British middle class who formed the majority of investors to new railway companies. This pride was manifested locally in a desire to promote railways which might increase the wealth and status, not only of those who promoted and invested in a new railway company, but of the towns (and perhaps even villages) through which the line might shortly run. The expression of wealth and status, though an abstract concept in the sense that it cannot quantitively be measured, is one which should not be overlooked when considering the motives for the promotion and construction of a new line, especially one which might be considered rural, even remote. Although local people invested because of the hope of profit, those profits from operating railways were fairly low, thus the investors might hope for modest returns. Some locals, however, might see further and perceive that perhaps spin-offs from a new line might be more profitable, for example, the railway could help exploit iron ore workings and delivery with cheaper traffic movements, as might be the case with agriculture and fish produce. This might very well explain the involvement of the Cleveland ironmaster, coal owner, and shipbuilder Charles Mark Palmer (1822-1907)
 in the line from the beginning. He had interests in the exploited and unexploited deposits in East Cleveland, which a new line might very well serve. Indeed, looking at the wider picture, some schemes seemed almost absurd, yet people invested in them – why? An example is the Lancs./Derbys./East Coast railway – a proposed line from Liverpool to Hull. It was mainly opened in stages in the 1890s. It never made a penny and did not last long as an independent concern. However, the main investors were not interested in the line as such, they were coal owners, and they saw this railway as providing their collieries with a new route for transporting their coal.
 Ordinary investors in a line, then, might very well not get any profit at all from their investment but the big speculators calculated the wider economic advantages that would accrue. Thus although the original investors lost money, local investors could see possible benefits. A list of debenture holders in the Whitby, Redcar, and Middlesbrough Union Railway Company shows that the occupations of the shareholders indicate that they were a typical cross-section of provincial life (included were those who described themselves as farmer, builder, butcher, painter, clothier, and solicitor). However, the majority described themselves as ‘gentlemen’.
 However, such investors were by no means entirely local and individual holdings were often quite small, average holdings in most companies were under £1500.

   Ordinary stock had become too risky for shareholders. After the ‘mania’ of the 1840s, in which many of those who had invested in railways companies had their fingers burnt, there was a movement to debentures. Debentures are, essentially, long-term loans at fixed interest. They are relatively safe because on any profits made debenture stock has first call, having priority over ordinary shareholders. The second half of the nineteenth century saw the rise of finance houses which bought debentures. Until the end of the century this market was successful. T. L. Alborn stated that after 1866 railways converted their limited-term debenture loans into permanent mortgages. This restored security to railway credit and by 1882 the new mortgages accounted for 90% of railway credit.
 

    Nevertheless, it was the hope of profit above all else which inspired the investment in new lines, and thus it is useful, if not necessary, to consider what a line might offer to an investor and how the directors of a company might promote such a line. Consequently, prospectuses issued by the company provide an insight into the directors’ understanding of what investors wanted to hear as much as the hopes of the directors.

Railways in the Whitby and Loftus area before 1883

    The line from Whitby to Loftus, which passed through the stations of West Cliff, Sandsend, Kettleness, Hinderwell (for Runswick Bay), Staithes and Easington (later Grinkle) was opened on 3rd December, 1883 and closed on Monday, 5th May, 1958 (the last train running on May 3rd). Then line left the North Eastern Railway’s Whitby to Grosmont line at Bog Hall Junction, 0.25 miles from the terminus at Whitby (later named Whitby Town), and was sixteen miles and fifty-three chains in length, joining the North Eastern Railway’s line end-on at Loftus.
         
    Although the first railway reached Whitby as early as June 8th, 1835, the main rail developments adjacent to the area took place in the 1860s and 1870s. This expansion was almost entirely due to the dramatic growth of iron ore mining which had begun with discovery of viable iron ore deposits near Middlesbrough at the beginning of the 1850s.
  Although the early years of iron ore extraction was marked by a period of intense competition between the major railway companies of the region, by the early 1870s the North Eastern company had gained control of most, but not all, of the relevant lines. By 1865 Whitby had a somewhat indirect route to the north. This route, to Picton on the Leeds Northern line from Northallerton to Stockton had opened in stages. The section between Picton and Stokesley was opened in 1857, that between Stokesley and Kildale in 1858. The North Eastern Railway completed the line to Grosmont (the junction for the Whitby – Pickering line) in two further stages: firstly, to Castleton which opened in 1861 and, finally, the Castleton – Grosmont section which opened for traffic on October 2nd, 1865. A shorter route to Middlesbrough and the River Tees between Battersby and Nunthorpe was opened for mineral traffic in 1864 and for passengers in 1868.
 
    By 1867, and in piecemeal fashion, the Cleveland railway (which had been taken over by the North Eastern in 1865) had opened a mineral line from Guisborough as far as Loftus.
 The stage from Guisborough to Slapewath was opened in November, 1861; that from Slapewath to Boosbeck in 1863; two further stages in 1865 (Boosbeck-Brotton and Brotton-Carlin How) and, finally, in 1867 the North Eastern completed the line as far as Loftus. An important connection was made by the North Eastern in June 1872 between Brotton and Saltburn West Junction, thus making available two routes between the iron mining area of this part of Cleveland and Middlesbrough. Passenger services began operating between Saltburn and Loftus in 1875, and between Brotton and Guisborough in 1878.
 
    Thus a gap was clearly apparent on the railway map. As early as 1866 the Whitby, Redcar, and Middlesbrough Union Railway company was formed to build a line along the coast from Whitby to make an end-on meeting with the North Eastern line at Loftus. This was not, however, the first plan for such a line. In 1863 a line under the title of the Scarborough, Whitby, and Staithes Railway was proposed. This was enthusiastically supported by the then independent Cleveland Railway Company who wished to extend their railway southwards along the coast to Scarborough. The North Eastern Railway was strongly opposed to this plan, which would have undermined their virtual monopoly of traffic in the area. Indeed, this was one of the reasons behind the amalgamation between the NER and the Cleveland Railway in 1865.
 
    There were a number of economic motives for the building of the line. There were iron deposits along the line, stretching as far south as Kettleness; alum works at Sandsend (although these had closed by 1871); fish traffic from Staithes; and the likelihood in the future of being part of a direct (albeit slow) line from the Humber to the Tees. This latter became reality with the opening of the last link in the Humber-Tees chain: the Scarborough to Whitby line in 1885.  Passenger traffic was not considered a high priority. 
The history of the line 1866-1875
    The financial problems caused by engineering difficulties, which led to the agreement with the North Eastern Railway, dominate this period of the line’s history. Before the long-awaited opening of the line in 1883, the twelve preceding years had seen considerable difficulties, both financial and in engineering terms. Prior to the agreement with the North Eastern Railway in July 1875 it cannot have been certain that the line would ever be finished. Despite the optimism of the Engineer’s Reports presented to the Directors on a six-monthly basis (discussed below), it is clear that the topography of the land through which the line was planned to pass would be extremely difficult to engineer. Nevertheless work on the proposed line began in 1871. That this was five years after the Act (given the Royal Assent on 16th July 1866) authorizing the construction of the line possibly indicates that the main early problem in the line’s history was the raising of money.
 In fact, it was not until March 18th 1871 that the Evening Standard reported the company had given notice of a special general meeting ‘for the purpose of considering and approving a contract for the construction of the company’s authorised line’.
 Shortly after this, at a Directors’ meeting on 5th April, after a proposed contract with Mr. John Dickson for the construction of the railway had been submitted and discussed ‘at much length’ it was decided to approve the contract and on 29th April, 1871, at another Directors’ meeting, this contract was ‘ordered to be sealed’.
    Finally, on the 25th May, 1871, the first sod was cut, by the Marchioness of Normanby, at Sandsend. 
 Directors’ meetings were coming thick and fast at this time, and that of 7th June, 1871, gives the information that the bank balance (credit) at this time was £27,489. 1s. 5d.
 The meeting also authorized that the Engineer ‘be requested to prepare such detailed plans for the railway….to terrace the progress of the works, The plans to be coloured monthly in a manner to shew the quantity of work done between the dates of the respective board meetings’.
 While these plans seem to have been lost, the written reports of the Engineer have been saved and are an invaluable source of the progress of the line’s construction, the immense cost of the work (as well as the rapid disappearance of the company’s credit balance at the bank) and, arguably, that the Engineer was presenting to the Directors what he thought they wanted to hear, rather than the reality of the situation. That the contractor was sacked two years or so after the commencement of the contract, primarily because of the slow progress of the line’s construction, backs up this argument. These Engineer’s reports are one of the central primary sources in the early history of the line and consequently are worth quoting in some detail, for they do show that a considerable amount of construction did take place before the amalgamation with the NER (in effect, the NER’s takeover) although it was becoming clear that (as the Directors of the WR&MUR were the first to understand) it was the Sandsend-Kettleness and Staithes-Loftus sections which  were causing the most trouble and expense. 
    The report presented to the Directors on 9th May 1872, while painting an optimistic picture, nevertheless gives intimations of difficulties to come. The Engineer (Mr. J. H. Tolmé) broke down progress on the line into five sections. The first section, from Whitby to Sandsend, was ‘well forward’, although difficulties were clearly being encountered in excavating the cutting between Bog Hall Junction and Prospect Hill. The delivery of three viaducts was awaited (there are four on this section), while the masonry for these viaducts was ‘fast approaching completion’, and ‘the culverts and drains are all fixed, and also the greater part of the fencing’. The second section, from Sandsend to Kettleness, was to soon provide the greatest of the many problems for the Engineer. ‘The course of this line lies along the face of the cliff’, he wrote, ‘and neither masonry nor other works exist on this section’. Little had been achieved on the other three sections. Manpower did not seem to be a problem, for the Engineer stated the ‘a force of 800 men and horses are constantly at work on the line’.
       
    The Engineer’s report of 9th September 1872 is, given later problems, optimistic in the extreme. By this time, so he reported, ‘the whole of the masonry on the first seven miles from Whitby is finished….one iron viaduct on this length is finished, and two other iron viaducts and two short timber ones are in course of construction….a considerable portion of this section from Whitby to Kettleness is ready for being ballasted’. An even more remarkable claim was made when the Engineer claimed that ‘The works on the whole twelve miles from Whitby to Staithes are altogether so much ahead of the remaining four and a half miles, and in such an advanced state, that I see no reason to doubt this portion of the line being ready for opening in the course of next summer’.
 Unfortunately it would be another ten summers before the opening took place. By this time £69,926. 11. 0. had been spent on the line’s construction.
 A month earlier, as presented to the Directors on 9th August, 1872 at a meeting held in the Station Hotel, York, Engineer’s certificate No.11 presented a breakdown of construction costs on the line so far:

	Fencing
	£4000

	Excavation
	£32,462.5.0

	Masonry
	£4411

	Concrete
	£36

	Culverts
	£558

	A culvert under the NER
	£230

	Drainpipes
	£1500

	Timber
	£3134.8.0

	Sleepers
	£9448.12.0

	Metalling
	£300

	Rails
	£1400

	Fastenings
	£740

	Viaducts
	£5650


Table 1: Construction costs of the Whitby, Redcar, and Middlesbrough Union Railway (the Whitby-Loftus line) as at 9th August, 1872.

    ‘Very considerable progress has been made’, commented the Engineer in his report of 21st February 1873, with the earthworks between Sandsend and Kettleness, and Easington and Loftus being singled out for those sections which had seen the most progress. At this time four of the five viaducts were in place, with the one at Staithes being in course of erection.
 The positive nature of this report, however, conflicts with the growing alarm of the Directors and, indeed, with the later view of the Engineer, for, as early as the end of December 1872, it was noted that the Contractor (Mr. Dickson) was causing concern.
 This concern grew in intensity during 1873, as can be understood from the minutes of the Directors’ meetings. On 11th July it was noted that ‘much discussion took place on the condition and progress of the works and especially with reference to the iron viaducts and to the backward state of the works at the [Easington] tunnel’. On the 17th July a similar minute recorded that ‘much discussion took place with reference to the condition of the works as to the means of hastening the completion of the same’. Then, after the Contractor had asked for a further £2000 over and above what was due to him as certified by the most recent Engineer’s certificate not only were his two most valuable items of plant (two locomotives) confiscated and a plate bearing the name of the WR&MUR affixed to them, on 6th December it was resolved that ‘the company do now take the further execution of the works out of the hands of Mr. Dickson’ and that ‘a copy of this resolution [is] to be handed to Mr. Dickson and he be informed that he will be held responsible under the terms of his contract for any loss which the company may sustain from his failure to proceed according to the obligations of his contract….’
  
    There is a case to be made that John Dickson was rather hard done by. The Engineer’s report of 1st September, 1873 to some extent recognizes this. Although the Engineer claims that ‘the Contractor, it must be admitted, has scarcely made quite so much progress with the whole work as could be desired’, there were mitigating factors. New ironstone mines had been opened in the Loftus/Easington area, which had caused difficulties in attracting enough labour; there was a major landslip at the southern end of the Easington tunnel which meant that the stretch of line between Staithes and Loftus would take another 12-18 months to complete; there were difficulties with the supply of materials and, concluded the Engineer, ‘it should be borne in mind that there is no similar kind of work in the Kingdom but has suffered very considerable delay, and in some cases more serious delay than your railway’.
 Although it is difficult to say that one particular stretch of the line cause more problems than any other, it is not impossible that the line along the cliff face between Sandsend and Kettleness was that stretch. In J. H. Tolmé’s report of 1st September he admitted that there was still about forty thousand cubic yards of excavation to be done along these cliffs. It will be shortly noted that immediately after the agreement with the North Eastern Railway Company in 1875, that company demanded that a deviation be made away from the cliffs and into an almost mile-long tunnel. John Dickson’s dismissal was, it may be argued, ultimately due to the impossibility of overcoming topographical barriers rather than any inadequacies on his part. Nevertheless the half-yearly report submitted by the Directors to their shareholders on 18th September, 1873 they stated flatly that ‘the time limited for the completion of the contract has already expired, and after making every allowance for the difficulties referred to in the Engineer’s Report (see above) they are not satisfied that the Contractor is free from blame’.
 The Engineer, the Contractor, and the Directors were all guilty of believing that such a difficult project could be completed in two years (by the midsummer of 1873); that it would continue to cause problems for a further ten years goes some way to exonerating John Dickson from at least some of the blame for the tardiness of the line’s early progress.
    By the summer of 1874 the company was in considerable financial difficulty. Creditors were threatening to take legal proceedings against the company; horses and locomotives belonging to the company were sold at auction; complaints from members of the public regarding damage caused by the company and letters from disgruntled shareholders were arriving regularly; attempts to attract further investment failed dismally
 and, by 12th November 1874, the company’s bank account stood at £963.15.6 (and this only after the better of the two locomotives had sold for £750).
 It was, then, no surprise that negotiations were opened with the North Eastern Railway company. The WR&MUR secretary received the following letter on 23rd. October, 1874. It was addressed to the Chairman of the Directors, Sir Harcourt Johnstone, M. P. The letter stated that the N.E. board could not accept the offer if the present line stood but, if the line were ‘properly laid out’ (i.e. the construction of a deviation away from the cliff face), then the board would ‘look favourably’ on an agreement with the WR&MUR.

        At last in May 1875 an agreement was made, ratified by the Whitby, Redcar and Middlesbrough Union Railway Act of 19th July, 1875, between the North Eastern Company and the Directors of the Whitby, Redcar and Middlesbrough Union Railway to complete the line ‘with all despatch’, and ‘in a substantial and satisfactory manner’ on the following terms:
1. The capital for the completion of the line to be found by the North Eastern Company, and in the interval of construction, all the liabilities of the Whitby Company to be covered by a minimum rent of £4,500 a year.

2. Upon the completion of the line, the North Eastern Company to work the railway (i.e. supplying rolling stock, and equip and man the stations) at 50% of the gross receipts for each year.

3. Out of the proceeds of working the line of the remaining 50%, interest to be paid to the North Eastern Company of 4½% on their outlay in completing the line.

4. The North Eastern Company not to participate in any profits of the railway until 4½% dividend has been paid to the ordinary shareholders of the Whitby line.

5. Within three years after the period of ten years from the opening of the line, the North Eastern may declare their option to purchase the railway at a sum equal to 22½ years’ purchase of the amount payable to the Whitby line during the last two years of such period.
The contract to complete the line was given to John Waddell of Edinburgh at a price, after minor amendments, of £146,163 12. 0. The completion date was to be 13th July, 1881.
 There can be no doubt that this agreement saved the line. Although the terms seem harsh, the Whitby Company, given its financial position, had no alternative but to agree. The first, and perhaps essential, demand of the NER was to ensure that a deviation line be constructed away from the cliff face at Sandsend. The Directors’ Report to their shareholders of 22nd February 1876 clarifies the position: 

    ‘As provided by the terms of the Agreement, the North-Eastern Company have applied 

    in the present session for powers to make a Deviation of the authorised line, and the 

    Bill is about to be submitted for your approval. The deviation is less extensive than 

    was proposed last Session, and substitutes for the line along the cliff about a mile and a 

    quarter of railway almost in tunnel’.

The North Eastern Railway had immediately recognised the main problem, but its expensive solution was to become an important contributory factor for the line’s financial difficulties throughout its life and, indeed, was to be the immediate cause of its closure. There is no doubting the quality of the workmanship of the two tunnels involved in this deviation; indeed, recent photographs taken inside the longer of the two tunnels (Deepgrove) fifty years after its closure show how well-made the tunnel was.
  


The cliff-top line and its deviations

    The plan to build the line along the cliff top between Sandsend and Kettleness was, arguably, the main cause for the financial problems encountered by the Whitby company. The continual failure of attempts to build this section is, perhaps, the main reason why the line took so long to build and why, because of the deviation demanded by the North Eastern Railway Company, that company was forced to spend such a large sum of money on the construction and completion of the line. The plans deposited in the Parliamentary Archives of the House of Lords indicate that, in 1873, the line was not only to cling to the cliff top between Sandsend and Kettleness station (which would involve extensive earthworks), but that, beginning about half a mile westwards of Sandsend station, there were to be eight major engineering constructions. these were (in miles from Bog Hall Junction), a viaduct of 106 yards length at 4m 3ch., a viaduct of 60 yards length at 4m 4½ ch., a tunnel of 154 yards at 4m 7ch., a second tunnel of 66 yards at 5m 0½ ch., a third tunnel of 44 yards at 5m 0¾ ch., a fourth tunnel of 110 yards at 5m. 2ch., a fifth tunnel of 40 yards at 5m 5½ ch., and finally a sixth tunnel of 80 yards at 5m 7½ch.
 The proposed line along the cliff face was not only impracticable, it was also unsafe. A letter from an iron merchant, Mr. C. Morrison, to the Secretary of the WR&MUR dated 26th May, 1874, while mainly concerned with the condition of the two locomotives which hitherto had been used in the construction of the line, included his description of the line near Kettleness, 

    ‘….time would not permit of my going over the works further than Goldsbro’ – and to  

     the extreme end of the cliffs. I do not pretend to give an opinion, but the road although 

    grand if successfully completed along the bosom of the cliffs, appears to me to bid         

    defiance to safety: already thousands of tons of rock are blocking up the permanent     

    way and that even seems but dust on the road compared with what yet inevitably must 

    come down from the action of the atmospheres in heat and cold, frost and thaw’.
 
    However, before powers were obtained to construct the near mile long tunnel which was to ultimately solve the problem of how to drive the railway between Sandsend and Kettleness, powers to dramatically deviate the line away from the cliffs were granted on 13th July, 1876. This deviation, which has not been mentioned in any of the (albeit rare) histories of the line proposed the abandonment of the cliff top line and the building of a wholly new line from 220 yards north-west over the bridge at Stakesby Road in Whitby to a point 440 yards south-east of the road from Hinderwell to Whitby in the former village.
  This line never got off the ground, although it certainly would have been easier to construct. It might have been cheaper, too, for the estimated cost of this line was £73,211, of which £13,650 would have been for a tunnel, £31,913.5.0 for earthworks, and £18,761 for the Permanent Way, including fencing. The original line (except for the deviation to be discussed below) was probably too far advanced, and too much of the infrastructure in place (especially the viaducts) for it all to be abandoned; perhaps, too, the Directors had an eye towards tourism at Sandsend and Kettleness and the possibility of ironworking beginning again in the Kettleness area. On the 13th July, 1876 powers for the deviation of the line through what is now known as Deepgrove tunnel (and for the abandonment of the partly constructed works along the cliff top) received the Royal Assent.

The history of the line 1876-1883; the high cost of its construction
    That seventeen years elapsed between the Act of 1866 and the opening of the line in December 1883 is indicative of both the difficulties encountered in the construction of the line and in raising money for this extremely expensive project. Indeed, the line was arguably one of the costliest to build in England for its length, its final cost being £655, 077. 
 In today’s money this is equivalent to approximately £48.7 million. Thus its cost per mile was an astonishing £40,942, or in today’s (2010) money nearly £2 million. 
    It was from 1876 that the costs of building the line, already high, began to escalate even further. By the time of the opening of the line on 3rd December, 1883 (actually the NER statement of outlay on the railway up to 31st December of that year) the total was £330,692.5.0. It should be made clear that this figure does not include the moneys spent on the line by the WR&MUR.
  As mentioned above, the final cost for the line amounted to £655,077. This high cost was due almost entirely to the building of the tunnels. The Directors’ report of 27th September, 1877 informed the shareholders that ‘The North-Eastern Company are still proceeding with the portion of the line north of the Tunnel’
; six months later on 7th March, 1878 that ‘The portion of the Railway north of the tunnel is approaching completion. The Engineer reports that ‘the surveys of the remaining portion (which have been found very laborious, owing to the state of the works) are far advanced for letting’
. Both these reports seem to be dealing, not with any actual earthwork, but with surveys and plans for, a year later, on 19th March, 1879, it seemed that no progress at all, had been made, ‘The Directors regret being unable to report any progress with the works’. By the report of 24th October, 1879, both the ‘Mulgrave’ (i.e. Sandsend/Deepgrove) and the Easington tunnels were underway ‘….the Easington tunnel, which involves a large quantity of difficult work, is being made by shifts of men constantly employed. The Mulgrave tunnel is commenced, also involving in its construction a large amount of very tedious work (about eight hundred men being daily employed).' 
 Unfortunately the continuing problem of landslips close to tunnels and at the remaining cliff edge work at Kettleness continued to plague the contractors; these problems had been the direct cause of the penury of the Whitby Company and the necessity to make the agreement with the North Eastern Railway. These problems were exemplified by a letter to the Directors of the WR&MUR from the Engineer-in-Chief of the NER, Thomas Harrison and which the Directors included in their report to the shareholders at the end of December, 1880: 
 

    ….three great slips have taken place on this line such as I have never before in  my long practice experienced….the landslip at Easington tunnel has prevented the completion of that tunnel….there has been a considerable extra cost in this tunnel owing to the old drifts having fallen in, and there was a sudden fault in the strata changing it from rock to sand and soft clay….the slip in the face of the cliff north of the Kettleness tunnel has rendered it necessary to make a considerable deviation in the line for a length of 726 yards, involving a tunnel (this became Kettleness tunnel) of 308 yards in length….these slips I need hardly say will add considerably to the cost and delay the completion of the works’.
 
The cost and quality of the line; the three reports of the Railway Inspectorate in 1883

    Nevertheless the final product reflected the money spent upon it. Visual evidence, showing the interior of the Sandsend (Deepgrove) tunnel over one hundred and twenty miles after its construction and fifty years after its abandonment shows a very solid and well-built structure.
  Although Hoole maintains that ‘defective bridges….inaccurate surveys, poor workmanship, bad design, and work not carried out to specification….delayed the work on completing the line’
 and although it required three visits from the Railway Department of the Board of Trade in the months before the line could be opened, the railway ultimately was of a very high quality of construction. That this was so is shown in the demands of the Railway Inspectorate.
 The first of three visits during 1883 took place on 7th July. This was made by Maj. Gen. C. J. Hutchinson who in 1878 had inspected – and recommended for opening – the Tay Bridge. According to John Prebble, Hutchinson was ‘a stiff, scrupulous, exacting man, who had a sharp eye for the inconsequential detail’, and who had only just escaped ‘the blame, the anger, and the mob-hatred suffered by Thomas Bouch’
 The terrible disaster cannot have been very far from Hutchinson’s mind when undertaking later inspections and thus it is likely that he would have made the very highest demands to ensure future safety when inspecting the Whitby-Loftus line. Indeed, his first inspection concludes severely that ‘I cannot recommend that the opening of the line should be sanctioned and I must report that by reason of the in completeness of the works, it cannot be opened without danger to the public using it’. 

     There were several deep cuttings and high embankments where, Hutchinson noted, there had been much trouble from land slips, but it is, understandably, the safety of the viaducts which most concerned Hutchinson. He had inspected them three times in the past (the first being in November 1882) and, while they were of ‘sufficient theoretical strength’, which gave ‘moderate deflections under test’, even now there was still a major problem, that being the condition of the concrete within the cylinders of the viaducts. The Major General, before refusing to give permission for the line to be opened, made a number of demands. Most of these are to do with points and signalling, but the most important concern the viaducts. The Staithes viaduct, by far the largest, was to have its longitudinal bracing extended and the ranging of the girders should be as far as possible improved. In all the viaducts the condition of the concrete was to be carefully examined and, if it was found defective anywhere, to be improved. The other major defect found by Hutchinson was one of omission: to the north of Sandsend station means should be found to prevent the undermining of the sea cliff. 

    Two and a half months later, on 22nd August 1883, the line was re-examined, this time by Major Marindin, RE. He found that while some of the requirements, mostly minor, that had been demanded by Major General Hutchinson, had been complied with, there were still deficiencies which prevented him from allowing the line to be opened ‘without danger to the public using it’. Although, as has been noted, the repercussions of the Tay Bridge disaster were still prominent in the public mind, the inspections of the Whitby-Loftus line indicate how thorough and meticulous were those carried out by the Railway Inspectorate. Major Marindin demanded that, although the defective filling of some of the viaduct piers had been inspected, and the concrete now made good with cement grouting filling up all the hollow places, it was necessary for all the piers on all five viaducts to be so inspected before he could sanction opening of the line. Major Marindin had inspected selected columns on the viaducts visually ‘by inspection at peep holes and other holes which had been made in the casing’ and aurally ‘from tapping the iron casing of the columns’. As well as this, the underpinning of the cliff at the north end of Sandsend station still remained to be done, although the Inspector commented that ‘no immediate action at this point’ was necessary. 
 

   When Major General Hutchinson again looked at the line and reported on 3rd November 1883. He noted that there were still defects in piers number 5, 6 and 8 at Staithes after Major Marindin’s report, but these had already been attended to; he considered that it was desirable ‘at once’ to build a sea wall at the foot of the cliff at the first bay north of Sandsend station (this still exists – and is still doing its job – 127 years later). However, Hutchinson’s main demand was unusual,

   ‘I have arranged (with Mr. Harrison, the North Eastern Company’s Chief Engineer) that  

    considering the great height of the Staithes viaduct and its exposure to easterly gales, a 

    wind gauge shall be placed in a suitable position in charge of the Staithes station 

    master, and that no train shall be allowed to cross the viaduct when the wind registers a 

    force of 28 lbs. to the square foot or more.

    Owing to the peculiar construction adopted for the viaducts it will be desirable that the 

    speed in running over them shall not be allowed to exceed twenty miles an hour.’  

The Major General made two further points: the first being that the viaducts must have continual maintenance, especially the longitudinal and transverse bracing; and, secondly, that the line between Sandsend and Kettleness tunnels should be very carefully watched for landslips ‘on account of the dangerous character of the adjacent cliffs’. 
 That there were no accidents on the line during its seventy-five year existence may be due to a number of factors, but the rigour of the inspections and the demands made by them would certainly be of considerable importance, while also adding to the capital cost of the route.    
The history of the line from opening to c.1890

    How great a loss-maker the line would turn out to be is emphasised in R. J. Irving’s 1993 article. Irving calculated that the estimated gross return on capital in 1897 was 1.8% (the estimated traffic revenue for that year being £11,927 against the capital cost of the line of £655,077).
 Irving continues, dryly, that the line was not contributing proportionately to the funds invested in it.
 Indeed, for the years 1883-9, the traffic returns were extremely poor. For example, gross receipts for the first month of the line’s working existence (December, 1883), were £473 11. 2¼., of which £344 15. 1¼ was from passenger’s traffic. After the North Eastern Railway had taken 50% of this total, the Whitby company were left with £236 15.7.
 Later returns were no better. Week-by-week returns from the North Eastern Railway to the WR&MUR confirm Irving’s statement that ‘it quickly became clear that on a continuing basis the proprietors would be unable to meet their financial obligations under the terms of the 1875 lease to the North Eastern (i.e. 50% of revenue plus 4.5% on capital expended on their behalf plus rent).
 A small selection of these returns (taken from both winter and summer) indicate how poorly the line was doing in its earliest years. Firstly, in February 1884 and then August (always the best month) of the same year, and secondly in the February and August of 1887: 

	1884
	Moneys due to the WR&MUR
	1887
	Moneys due to the WR&MUR

	w/e 2 Feb 
	£77
	w/e 5 Feb 
	£91

	w/e 9 Feb 
	£88
	w/e 12 Feb 
	£84

	w/e 16 Feb 
	£80
	w/e 19 Feb 
	£79

	w/e 23 Feb 
	£86
	w/e 26 Feb 
	£90

	
	
	
	

	w/e 2 Aug 
	£132
	w/e 6 Aug 
	£140

	w/e 9 Aug 
	£164
	w/e 13 Aug
	£166

	w/e 16 Aug 
	£201
	w/e 20 Aug
	£194

	w/e 23 Aug 
	£210
	w/e 27 Aug
	£219

	w/e 30 Aug 
	£207
	
	


Table 2: Traffic receipts for the Whitby-Loftus line, February and August 1884 and February and August, 1887.
It is not clear whether the total revenue for the line was simply double these sums, or whether the interest to be paid to the North Eastern Company of 4.5% on their outlay in completing the line was also deducted. In February 1887 the figures were much the same as three years before.  For the August of 1887 the figures were a little worse than those of three years before (the North Eastern Railway argued that the opening of the Whitby-Scarborough line in the early summer of 1885 had taken away a certain amount of tourism from the Whitby-Loftus line, thus lessening the income).
 Given the poor returns, it is not surprising that the Whitby, Redcar, and Middlesbrough Union Railway was forced to sell the line to the North Eastern Railway in 1889 for £25,000. The former company had spent around £300,000 on the construction of the line, and thus for every £100 of initial investment the line’s ordinary shareholders received under £10. 
      Is it then possible to demur at all from Irving’s conclusion that ‘the line was a financial disaster of some magnitude’ and ‘a more spectacular example of a loss-making branch would be hard to find’? 
 Irving argues that this was ‘because the capital cost of the line was twice that envisaged and the iron trade, for whose business it was in part promoted, was in decline by 1883. The iron ore deposits lay untouched in their beds and traffic receipts (see above) on opening were sufficient to generate only 1% on capital employed’.
 It is hard to disagree with this part of his conclusion. However, had the line opened when originally planned, in 1873, then the early history might very well have been different as in the early 1870s there was an economic boom, particularly in the north-east of England. The North Eastern Railway’s gross revenue improved at an annual rate in excess of 10% between 1870 and 1873, while between 1870 and 1876 the tonnage of goods carried grew by 35%, slightly more than the mineral traffic. At the same time passenger numbers grew by over 60%.
 Given these figures it becomes clear why the Whitby Company was very enthusiastic in promoting the line, why some (though by no means enough) capital was raised, and how important were the financial implications of the terrain through which the line was planned to run. It is therefore arguable that it was the topography, as much as the vicissitudes in the iron industry, which caused the ensuing problems for the line. As late as 1880, prospects seemed quite rosy. In that year the recession ended, and the ironstone and limestone traffics on the North Eastern Railway grew by 39% and 52% respectively. Goods traffic as a whole increased by 35% between 1879 and 1883 and the numbers of passengers grew from 33.48 million in 1879 to 43.3 million in 1883.
 But once again the WR&MUR missed out on this boom. Perhaps if the line had been completed and opened by 1881, then some of these benefits might have been seen. As it was, by the time the first traffic ran another recession had begun. The timetabling of trains on the line can hardly have helped. In 1887 (after the opening of the Whitby – Scarborough line in 1885), Bradshaw’s showed that there were four passenger trains in each direction on the Whitby (West Cliff) to Loftus section.
 This may, of course, indicate the paucity of the traffic that was on offer. This was, after all, supposed to be a mineral line and passengers were an add-on.
    There is no doubt, then, that the line was a major loss-maker from its inception and, as will be seen, it continued to be so, although an argument will be made in a later chapter that there were periods – albeit brief – when the line could be said to be successful. If the argument be put forward by, inter alia, Irving and Aldcroft
 that the financial problems of the railways may be seen to have their origin in the late nineteenth century, then the Whitby – Loftus line may be seen as a particularly extreme example of ‘over-building’ But although the profits gained from the line were always non-existent its value as a provider of social mobility, both for locals and for those living further afield, was considerable, an argument that will be developed in subsequent chapters.  
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