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Chairman’s Chat 
 
Firstly, welcome to our most recent new members, Chris Murray 

(junior member) and Andrew Tarring, we hope you will enjoy 
being members of IDSME for many years to come. 

Despite a rather wet summer, IDSME has been very lucky with 

the weather on our Running days; let‟s hope our good fortune 
continues. 

The winter season rapidly approaches. Building on the success 

of last year I can tell you, as I have had a glance at the David 
Sexton‟s draft programme, that you can expect many interesting 

Friday evenings. This year, reflecting members comments at our 

„Winter Programme‟ discussion evening, we are trying to put 
more emphasis on our core interest, model engineering. 

As you read this we will be taking part in the Model Engineer 

Centennial Exhibition at Ascot. It is also the 25th consecutive 
year of our attendance at the event, which no other Society can 

match. The organisers have asked that the display of Colin 

Adam‟s Bicycles, a medal winner some years ago, be a part of a 
special part of the Show celebrating their 100 years. The 

Bicycles left to us by Colin are something quite exceptional. I am 

sure he would be delighted to have known that his work was to 
be exhibited alongside that of several other noted model 

engineers, whom he admired. 

This is the last chance I have of reminding you about certain 
Health & Safety matters. A particularly dangerous time for the 

mental health of members approaches. I refer of course to the 

December slide-show presented by Sir Cyril Paxton-Rombush. It 
is a mistake to think that by stabbing other members in the 

back you will be safe from ridicule. Don‟t be tempted to rat on 

your friends, be firm and resist the advances of the minions, you 
know it makes sense… 

 

Mel Fuller 
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Secretary’s Notes 
 

Although I won‟t be able to provide details until the AGM, I hope 
you will find this year‟s winter programme to be interesting and 

varied.  My thanks to all of you who have readily volunteered to 

participate.  Last year‟s multi-speaker evenings seemed to have 
been enjoyed by all, so there are more this year, although I can‟t 

promise an extravaganza finish of eleven speakers, as achieved 

by our model railway talk in March. 
 

The programme format follows the content and structure we 

discussed at our meetings in June and July.  There is a 
workshop evening on the last Friday of each month and I‟ve 

tried to make sure the clubroom activity on these evening does 

not have too much engineering content that might pull people 
two ways.  I‟ve also tried to organise some model engineering 

discussion sessions on Fridays prior to the workshop evenings, 

so that we can look at some basic skills, then, for those who 
wish, practise them the following week.  A plea from the four 

workshop instructors; can you please let them know in advance 

what you want to do on a workshop evening as that way they 
can prepare better to meet your training needs. 

 

The diversity of IDSME knowledge delights me and I hope there 
will be some really good talks this year.  Some members will be 

saying more about their day jobs (Driving trains now and in the 

future – four speakers in one evening), other revealing their 
hidden interests and expertise (Let‟s go to the pictures – local 

cinema history by Derek Wright).  I‟m intending to advertise our 

programme locally, in the hope we may attract a few visitors 
and potential members over the winter months. 

 

You may have noticed that the parking permit boards have gone 
red.  We decided that as rather too many of our boards had gone 

astray, we would cancel the old white boards and replace them 
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with a new „even-harder-to-misplace‟ style.  Many thanks to Neil 

Mortimer for making and painting the large bright red boards, 

and I‟m sure the red paint on the Mortimers‟ washing line will 
be a good practical safety feature for the future.  Please, when 

using the parking permit boards, don‟t assume that they will 

return safely if you leave them propped up against a fellow 
member‟s car.  As experience has shown, this labour saving 

device doesn‟t always work.  

 
I have been working with Peter Reynolds and others on an 

update of the signalling section of the Members Handbook and 

this is now nearly complete.  I hope to make this available later 
in the autumn, both as a printed copy and, if we can arrange it, 

as an electronic reference on the IDSME internet notice board.  

An update of the Members Handbook is also nearing completion; 
more of this in the next edition of Ashpan. 

 

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
 

Ashpan Notebook 
 

Ashpan 76 
 
Thank you to those who have submitted contributions for this 
issue of Ashpan. The plan is that the next issue will be 

published at during December and so any contributions should 

be with the editor by the December Running Day. 
 

Cover Photographs 

 
The two photographs which grace the front and back covers of 

this issue of Ashpan were both taken during the July 2007 

Public Running Day. The front cover depicts Phil Wimbush 
driving his battery electric class 66, while Steve Pennack 

appears on the back cover at the controls of his B1 locomotive. 
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Th e  Calcu latin g  Boy  

Ge orge  P arke r Bidder 

1806-1878 
 

Paracaramel begins an occasional series describing the lives of 

some of the lesser known ‘Extraordinary Men of History’ 
 

From time to time throughout history the world has been 

enriched by child prodigies. Such people usually have had 
extreme talents in music and/or mathematics; the two often 

being closely associated. At the beginning of the 19th century a 

mathematical prodigy was born to a stone mason working and 
living in Moretonhampstead, Devon. Christened George Parker 

Bidder, (hereinafter referred to as GPB) his talent with numbers 

and mental arithmetic became obvious at the age of four when 
he overheard his parents struggling with the financial 

consequences of selling a pig to the local butcher. GPB became 

impatient and called out the correct answers relating to the 
various options. Before long he was able to calculate compound 

interest and to multiply two three digit numbers entirely in his 

head. His father realised that such a talent could be turned to 
profit by exhibiting the boy at travelling shows. It was from this 

that GPB became known as the Calculating Boy. His fame as a 

showpiece spread throughout the entire kingdom but nobody at 
that time could predict the extent of his achievements in later 

life.  

At the time of his birth the industrial revolution was well 
underway and the demand for tables of computations of all 

kinds was high. Computations were made using pencil and 

paper by people who were called „calculators‟. Application of the 
term to a hand held electronic device was still more than 150 

years away and the human variety of the day was employed in 

very large numbers. Armies of them produced mathematical 
tables, tide tables, astronomical and many other tables with 
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varying degrees of accuracy. Once these tables had been 

produced, along with their associated tables of errors, they had 

to be copied (more scope for errors) and finally printed (even 
more scope for errors). Engineers and Industrialists of all sorts 

employed their own teams of calculators, and these teams often 

moved with the great men of the time, wherever they went.  
It is not a great challenge to imagine the potential of a prodigy 

who could do most of this in his head and without making a 

mistake! Calculation had become a commercial commodity and 
had come a long way since Roman engineers used small 

perforated pebbles (called calculi) to help them with their 

arithmetic. 
Whilst on the subject, Roman engineers and trades people used 

a simpler derivation of the Babylonian abacus to perform simple 

arithmetic. (The Babylonian system counted in groups of sixty 
which persists to the present day, in our use of minutes and 

seconds for both time and degrees of arc.)  As the Romans had 

not invented a role for zero to achieve a full place notation, their 
device was only quasi-decimal. The calculi were moved in slots 

with lower slots containing four calculi and upper slots 

containing a single calculus. In addition there were two further 
slots with extra calculi allowing counting in duo-decimal which 

was required for units of weight, volume and length. Thus, 

Roman engineers did not have to resort to the cumbersome 
literary system involving the seven letters M, D, C, L, X, V, & I.  

This is not to say that arithmetic is impossible when using the 

letters if it is realised that the subtractive notation used for 
numerals, such as 4 and 9, are the stumbling blocks and if 

replaced by an additive notation, such as IIII for 4 and VIIII for 

9, it eases the process considerably. This poses the question 
about the Roman numeral for 4 on clock faces. An old chestnut 

which, with one exception, does not have a definitive answer, 

but rather several suggestions. Starting chronologically (what 
else when dealing with clocks) it was common in Roman times to 

use IIII because IV represented the unassailable God, Jupiter. 

The subtractive notation IV only came into common use in 
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Europe about the 15th century. From then on subtractive 

notation has become more widely, if not more confusingly, 

applied. Modern examples include our own bi-millenium period 
which has given us such anomalies as MXM for 1990 and IMM 

or MIM for 1999. An example of an extended additive notation 

can be seen over Admiralty Arch where the date 1910 is 
inscribed as MDCCCCX.  But, returning to clock faces, the 

retention of IIII for 4 was seen as an advantage for the 

numerically challenged people of the middle-ages who would 
have had difficulties with subtraction. So what about the 

retention of IX for 9? Historical records are silent on this point 

so we might assume that the ability to count to nine was not 
considered important. However, other explanations have been 

suggested. The application of IIII for 4 gives a visual symmetry 

with the VIII on its opposite side whilst a more down to earth 
suggestion is that the use of IIII means that the only symbol 

used in the first four hours of the clock is I and that the V only 

appears in the second four hours whilst the X (using IX for nine) 
only appears in the third four hours. 

A more appealing suggestion to the practical clock maker is that 

the use of IIII gives rise to a requirement for twenty I‟s, four V‟s 
and four X‟s. These can be obtained with the use of a single 

mould for VIIIIIX repeated four times. Note that IIX and IX can 

be rotated to give XII and XI respectively. The alternative use of 
IV requires seventeen I‟s, five V‟s and four X‟s which in turn 

need several different moulds. An additional incentive to French 

clockmakers was that King Louis XIV (The Sun King) 
anomalously ordered all his clockmakers to use IIII.  

For those who think that Roman numerals are a thing of the 

distant past, they were only progressively replaced in Europe by 
Arabic numerals (with their use of a zero) during the 15th 

century. Even in GPB‟s day (no, I haven‟t forgotten him) it was 

not uncommon to teach basic arithmetic with Roman notation, 
in schools with a classical leaning. Even today Roman numerals 

occur widely as in volumes or chapters of books, the numbers 

identifying monarchs and popes, sporting events such as the 
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Olympic Games, and the end credits of films and television 

programmes. 

When we left GPB to digress into Roman numerals he was being 
touted round the country by his father and in 1816 when he was 

ten years old such was his fame that  Sir John Herschel, the 

astronomer, arranged for him to calculate answers to some 
problems put to him by the elderly Queen Charlotte, who was 

greatly impressed. 

Three years later in Edinburgh he was sponsored by a group of 
academicians to spend a year with a private tutor, attending 

lectures at the university. It was there that he struck up a 

lifelong friendship with Robert Stephenson. Later, in his more 
prosperous days GPB endowed a scholarship for a student of 

limited means at the university. From the university he was 

found a post at the Ordnance Survey where his skills were much 
appreciated and in 1824 at the age of 18 he set off for London. 

There he met many influential people including the Brunels, 

father and son, and Charles Babbage. It was Babbage‟s declared 
aim was to build a steam driven calculating machine which 

would produce and print mathematical tables without error. It 

was to have been the world‟s first mechanical programmable 
computer. GPB‟s reaction to this is not recorded. 

In 1829 GPB‟s long connection with railways began when he 

assisted Robert Stephenson with the detailed surveys and 
costings for the Liverpool and Manchester Railway. In 1834 

Stephenson offered him an appointment with the London and 

Birmingham Railway. Due to his phenomenal memory for 
numbers he was much sought after to support applications for 

Acts of Parliament, where his ability to remain calm under cross 

examination, knowing that his calculations were wholly reliable, 
was a considerable asset. By the same token he made a daunting 

adversary in opposition. In consequence there was scarcely an 

engineering proposal of any significance where his services were 
not used by one party or the other. On several occasions he 

clashed with Brunel, particularly over the question of wide 

versus standard gauge, but they remained friends and after 
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Brunel‟s death, GPB was the driving force behind the completion 

of the Brunel‟s Clifton Suspension Bridge.  

Other railway schemes, in which GPB worked with Stephenson, 
were the London and Blackwall, Blisworth to Peterborough, the 

North Staffordshire, the London Tilbury and Southend, 

Yarmouth to Norwich and Norwich to Brandon where he 
designed the first ever railway swing bridge. In addition he was 

associated with overseas railways in Norway, Switzerland, India 

and Denmark, where he was engineer in chief whilst at the 
same time introducing gas lighting. During his entire 

engineering career GPB‟s projects were always within budget 

and were completed on time. Whilst travelling abroad he met at 
least four continental monarchs including the French Emperor 

who entertained him as head of a delegation from the Institution 

of Civil Engineers of which he had been a member since 1825, 
becoming President in 1860. GPB was quick to embrace new 

ideas and championed the introduction of a fledgling electric 

telegraph on the London and Blackwall Railway. But it was his 
use of the telegraph on the Yarmouth and Norwich line that first 

allowed full and safe use of the economies of single line working. 

He was friendly with Cooke and Wheatstone and he played a 
large part in the development of trans-Atlantic cables. This was 

not without some personal interest since he was a major 

shareholder in the Electric Telegraph Company. In this capacity 
it was GPB who first promoted the employment of women as 

telegraph operators in the Post Office, which by 1869 had taken 

over the Electric Telegraph Company. Thus GPB was directly 
responsible for the first women civil servants! 

As if GPB‟s interests in railways were not enough, he was also 

involved with docks. His major achievement in this area was the 
building of the Victoria docks in London which included the 

largest graving dock of its age and to which he introduced 

hydraulic lifting gear. Further to this venture his association 
with the railways in Norfolk led him to propose Lowestoft as a 

terminus and he went on to design the necessary docks. His 

interest in marine matters remained with him to the end of his 
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life by which time he had returned to his native Devon. Having 

bought a yacht in 1853 he also bought a property in Dartmouth, 

at Warfleet creek, overlooking the castle and estuary, where it 
can be seen to this day along with its blue plaque. His arrival in 

Dartmouth was immediately seized on by the local community, 

who offered him the appointment of Mayor, a post that he 
declined on the grounds that he was still too busy in London! 

However he did become involved with the Torbay and Dart 

Paint Company who made anti-fouling paint for ships hulls.  
So, how did he do his calculating? We have a wealth of 

documentary evidence about his early life as a travelling 

prodigy. We also have details of a lecture that he gave on the 
matter to the Institute of Civil Engineers in 1856. It seems that 

he saw numbers in the context of pictures and patterns in his 

mind, but in addition he had an amazing memory for them. For 
example, he could recall instantly the squares and cubes of every 

two digit number. His method for multiplying two large 

numbers was to start on the left which gave an immediate 
indication of the size of the end result and his ability to calculate 

compound interest using his own system of progressions was 

phenomenal. In a well documented example he calculated the 
compound interest from £100 at 5% for 14 years to the nearest 

farthing in less than one minute. 

In today‟s age of electronic computing it easy to forget how great 
the computing powers of the human brain can be.  

In 1878 GPB died at his home in Dartmouth but was buried at 

Stoke Fleming. His business affairs had made him a wealthy 
man. This enabled him to look after his family and educate his 

younger brothers and his own eight children. His brother 

Bartholomew, who rose to be the Actuary for the Royal 
Exchange Assurance Company, also had a phenomenal memory 

for numbers and when the company‟s records were totally 

destroyed in a fire he was able to restore them from memory. 
Two of GPB‟s sons became notable civil engineers and the whole 

family tree contains a galaxy of engineers, mathematicians and 

lawyers. 
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. 

 

Number Two: 
 MACMILLAN 

BICYCLE 
1839 

 
 
 
  
 

We are not sure when Colin built this model: possibly it was a 

later one to complete gaps in his chronological coverage. 

Macmillan was a Scottish blacksmith who devised a scheme for 
driving a Hobby Horse by pedal power rather than by walking. 
The pedals were not rotative, but used a crank system driving the 
rear wheels. The bicycle’s limited equipment did include a brake. 
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Photo Diary 
A lot has been happening at IDSME since the last issue of 

Ashpan appeared. 

 
The May 

Running Day 

saw the Model 
Railway Group 

put on a fine 

display in the 
clubhouse. 

 

The May running 
day also saw the 

presentation, by 

Society President, Peter Pardington, of a cheque for £450 to the 
President‟s Charity, the Paediatric Occupational Therapy 

department at Hillingdon Hospital. 
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Monday 7th May saw IDSME staging a portable track run at the 

St Lawrence Church May Fair in Eastcote. Despite the wet 

weather, nearly 300 passengers were carried and £60 was 
contributed to church funds. 
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Saturday 14th July saw a family running day at IDSME, the 

highlight of which was the barbecue in mid afternoon. Simon 

Tilbury is seen about to serve June Fryer. 
 

A few trains were also run… 
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The August Running Day, this year, turned out to be the most 

eventful of the year so far. Pictured above is Peter Pardington, 

in his role as Chief Engineer 
rodding through the blocked 

drain leading from the club 

house toilet. Passenger trains 
had to proceed cautiously past 

the „worksite‟. This was just 

one of fourteen items recorded 
in the track log for the August 

running day. Amongst the 

many others was the failure of 
the points where the line from 

the station joins the mainline, 

which put considerable extra 
pressure on signalman Geoff 

Higgs. 
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Ickenham Signal Box 
(Not Marsh Junction) 

Part Two 
 

Since the appearance of the article in the last issue of Ashpan, 

where Malcolm Parsons considered the various possible locations 

that Ickenham (Met) signal box could have been, David Sexton 
has obtained  a copy of a signalling notice which clearly shows 

the signalling arrangements prior to 1930. This article 

summarises what research has revealed so far revealed about 
Ickenham Signal Box.  

 

Ickenham signal box was very simple and rather short-lived, 
being introduced in 1913 and permanently closed in 1930.   

Little exists about it and there are no known photographs but 

we have been able to determine its location and function. 
 

When the Harrow and Uxbridge Railway opened through rural 

Middlesex in July 1904, there were just two stations, at Ruislip 
and at Uxbridge.   There were hopes that the railway would 

encourage housing development and the line was equipped for 

electric train operation from the outset, with steam passenger 
services operating for just the first six months whilst the new 

electric trains and power arrangements were completed.  Traffic 

did build up, albeit more slowly than the Metropolitan would 
have liked, and intermediate stations were added.  Ickenham 

was the first in 1905, then Rayners Lane and Eastcote in 1906, 

Ruislip Manor in 1912, West Harrow in 1913 and finally 
Hillingdon in 1923.   

 

The line was constructed with semaphore signalling on the 
absolute block principle, and there were signal boxes at Harrow, 

Rayners Lane, Ruislip and Uxbridge. Distances between these 

locations are 1.6, 2.2 and 3.1 miles respectively.  With a running 
time of around nine minutes between Ruislip and Uxbridge, the 
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route was probably restricted to six trains an hour for timetable 

purposes, adequate for the initial low frequency service.  Signals 

were lower quadrant on stout wooden posts. 
 

The extension of District Railway services from Acton Town via 

Rayners Lane to Uxbridge in 1910 put pressure on the Uxbridge 
branch, as the District wanted to timetable the service around 

connections at Acton Town and was not keen on having to slot in 

with available intervals at Rayners Lane.  But it was the 
introduction of automatic signalling between Neasden and 

Baker Street in 1912 that drove the Metropolitan to act, for 

signal capacity was now constraining the number of peak trains 
on the Uxbridge branch and made late running hard to recover. 

 

New signal boxes were built and opened in 1913 at Eastcote and 
Ickenham, for peak use only.  Eastcote box also controlled a ten 

wagon siding, initially used for reversing excursion trains, this 

being remunerative passenger traffic, especially in the summer.    
 

Ickenham box was as basic as you can get.  It was located on the 

westbound (Uxbridge) side of the line, adjacent to the road 
bridge for Ickenham Manor on the Ickenham side.  This is 

almost exactly the half way point between Ruislip and Uxbridge 

and it split the long signal section neatly in two.  Ickenham 
signal box controlled a home and a distant signal for each 

direction; four levers in total.  There may have been more in the 

frame; we don‟t know whether the Metropolitan had further 
signalling aspirations for the box. 

 

The two home signals were clustered around the road bridge, all 
on the eastbound (London bound) side of the line.  In its later 

years the westbound home signal had the distant signal for 

Hillingdon ground frame below it on the same post, on the 
Ickenham side of the bridge, with the post on the „wrong‟ side of 

the line, for sighting purposes The eastbound home signal was 

located on the Uxbridge side of the bridge.  The westbound 
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distant was about two hundred yards before Ickenham 

westbound platform, probably between Austin‟s Lane Bridge 

and today‟s Ruislip reversing siding. The east bound distant was 
located just on the Uxbridge side of Hillingdon station. Aside 

from splitting the long Ruislip – Uxbridge section, the eastbound 

signal location also provided protection for a train sitting in the 
eastbound platform at Ickenham, the platforms being visible 

from the signal box. 

 
Although we‟ve not found any photographs of Ickenham signal 

box, there is one photograph that shows the sister box at 

Eastcote (Page 58 of „The Romance of Metro-Land‟ by Dennis 
Edwards and Ron Pigram, published by Midas Books in 1979).  

It is a single storey wooden structure about 8ft by 8ft with a 

slated hip roof, wooden front and rear, and two large windows on 
each side facing up and down the railway.  Inside can be seen a 

small lever frame and behind the frame is a tall desk for the box 

register.  On the rear of the box is a small wooden lean-to; 
presumably either the entrance porch or a privy.  In many 

respects it is a cut down version of Ruislip signal box without 

the brick base. 
 

It‟s reasonable to presume Ickenham signal box would have been 

very similar.  Not much larger than our own Ickenham Marsh 
Junction signal box and with fewer operational levers, Ickenham 

box was probably only operated at the busiest times of the day, 

possibly by locally qualified staff from Uxbridge or Ickenham 
station.  The 1921 Traffic Notice Appendix in my collection notes 

both Eastcote and Ickenham being „open when required‟ and the 

1922 Met &GC Appendix to the Timetable fails to list Ickenham 
signal box on the omnibus telephone circuit for the Uxbridge 

branch, suggesting it was so unimportant as not to warrant even 

a basic telephone link.  When Ickenham signal box was not in 
use – and this was most of the time - the signals it controlled 

would have remained clear, with Ruislip and Uxbridge signal 
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boxes controlling the three mile section as they had before the 

box opened in 1913. 

 
Traffic on the Uxbridge branch grew immensely in the 1920s 

and the Metropolitan replaced the semaphore signalling with 

modern three-aspect colour light signals in 1930, Ickenham 
signal box being permanently closed on 19th July.   The new 

signalling was capable of permitting trains to be timetabled at 

three minute intervals.  It was significantly safer, with 
continuous track circuiting, train stops and extensive fog 

repeater signals.  Although the Uxbridge branch has since been 

twice re-signalled, several of the 1930 three-aspect signal heads 
survive in use today, one example being the eastbound platform 

starting signal at Ickenham, with the unused aspect blanked off. 

 
Ickenham signal box does not seem to have been demolished 

immediately, and is shown as an anonymous trackside structure 

on the 1936 edition of the 25in to the mile Ordnance Survey 
map.  The covered ground frame at Hillingdon is also shown but 

its operational status is recognised by the legend „signal box‟.  

With no use for the closed signal box and not wanting the 
maintenance liability, it is likely the Metropolitan or its 1933 

successors, the LPTB, removed the structure within a few years 

of closure.  Today there is nothing obvious by the side of the 
track to show where the box and the signals once stood. 

 

If this has whetted your appetite to learn more about the 
Metropolitan Railway through Ickenham, you are cordially 

invited to attend this winter‟s Friday evening talk on the 

Harrow and Uxbridge Railway by Messrs Parsons, Rollin and 
Sexton (date to be announced).  Oh, and there was a fourth 

Ickenham Box as well, the original name for the GC/GWR signal 

box on the Marylebone - High Wycombe route being „Ruislip and 
Ickenham‟.  But that‟s for another time. 
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Coal Tax Markers 
 

By David Sexton 
 

During last year‟s winter 

programme I referred to 
the unusual London coal 

tax markers to be found 

locally, both on our local 
roads and our local 

rivers.  After the talk 

Martin Humphrey 
questioned the boundary 

arrangements and drew 

my attention to a marker 
on the Grand Union 

Canal in Hertfordshire, 

that didn‟t fit in with my 
original understanding 

that the boundary was 

the county of Middlesex.  
I did some research and 

uncovered a 1961 article 

by Maurice Bawtree in 
the local history section 

at Uxbridge Library that showed the arrangements were much 

more complicated and layered than I had first understood.  This 
article is a précis of Mr Bawtree‟s research. 

From 1667 until 1890 all coal brought into the London area was 

liable to tax.  These taxes were mostly payable to the 
Corporation of the City of London and were introduced to 

provide funds for the rebuilding of parts of the city after the 

Great Fire of 1666.  Rather like income tax, introduced to pay 
for the Napoleonic Wars, the Coal Tax rather outlived its 

original purpose.  It helped pay for the rebuilding of St Paul‟s 

Cathedral and fifty-one of the London churches destroyed in the 
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fire, then went on to provide for the rebuilding of Blackfriars 

Bridge, the paving of many streets in London and Westminster, 

and the construction of new streets such as Moorgate, Princes 
Street, King William Street, Queen Victoria Street and St 

Martins le Grand.   

Use of the tax revenues transferred to the Metropolitan Board of 
Works in 1842, which, in its short life, built the Victoria, Albert 

and Chelsea Embankments, Hyde Park Corner, 

Northumberland Avenue, the northern and southern outfall 
sewerage systems and many other works, before being replaced 

by the London County Council in 1888. 

Originally all coal was brought to London by sea and there was 
no need of land-based markers.  Seacoal Lane and Newcastle 

Close in Ludgate Hill bear witness to the thriving coal wharves 

that once existed on the River Fleet on the edge of London, the 
river now buried in a huge conduit beneath Farringdon Road 

and Blackfriars Bridge Road.  But in 1797 the Grand Junction 

Canal reached Uxbridge and coal from the Midlands had a 
viable inland route.  A boundary mark was set up at Grove Park 

near Watford in 1805 and a similar mark to deal with coal trans-

shipped via the Oxford Canal onto the Thames was set up on the 
west side of Staines Bridge in 1825. 

The boundaries were at first set at 25 miles from the General 

Post Office in London but this was reduced to 20 miles by an Act 
in 1845.  Under this Act a tall stone obelisk was set up on the 

east bank of the River Colne near the GWR at West Drayton, to 

act as a collecting point for coal duties by both road and rail.  
The GWR was allowed 500 tons of coal each year free of tax but 

after this it was responsible for seeing the tax was paid on all 

coal carried and was liable for a heavy fine for any tax evasion. 
The taxed area was further reduced in 1861 (Act 24 and 25 

Victoria, Cap.42) to include only those places lying within the 

Metropolitan Police District.  This accounts for the rather odd 
shaped boundary and the location of the tax markers known to 

currently exist.  Boundary stones or other marks were set up at 

the point where any canal, inland navigation, railway, turnpike 
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or public road 

entered the 

police district.  
Some of these 

were earlier 

markers 
relocated, with 

cast iron coal 

tax posts being 
over-plated 

with the new 

statute details.  
The proceeds of 

the revised area 

enabled many 
of the bridges over the River Thames to be rebuilt and all of 

them as far as Staines Bridge were freed from tolls. 

The London Coal Duties Abolition Act of 1889 cancelled the 
duty, the local rating system being felt to be a fairer method of 

London taxation and less injurious to particular industries.  The 

coal markers were not removed but the inevitable changes and 
improvements of many road and rail routes meant that many 

markers did not survive to see their centenary.  However in 

1961 the City Corporation wrote to all local authorities to find 
out how many coal markers remained and to ask the authorities 

to undertake their care and maintenance on behalf of the 

Corporation.  A fair number of markers have been displaced 
since then but most have survived to be relocated nearby or 

taken into a museum collection. 

I have photographed two markers that still exist locally, these 
being a cast iron plate inset on the southern parapet wall of the 

Oxford Road bridge over the River Colne in Uxbridge and a free-

standing marker on the north verge of Cowley Road, Uxbridge, 
on the Middlesex side of the long bridge over the River Colne.  

Martin Humphrey has provided me with details of two more, 

these being at Springwell Lock on the Grand Union Canal 
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nearby Rickmansworth (once the boundary of the Metropolitan 

Police District) and on Rickmansworth Road at the county 

boundary by Mount Vernon Hospital.   
Mr Bawtree‟s article identifies a number of other locations 

where markers existed in 1961 and, out of sheer curiosity, I 

might just look to see if they are still there.  The four foot high 
cast iron obelisk that existed on the GW Staines branch between 

West Drayton and Colnbrook sounds particularly interesting.  

Should such markers still exist, and should our Editor deem it 
worthy of further mention, I‟ll report back in future editions of 

Ashpan.   

 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
 

The Banker 
 

Colin Reid finds somewhere to sit as he recalls how we got the 

name for something pushing us up hill. 

 
The word Bank, meaning a seat or place to sit, is one of the most 

ancient words in the Germanic languages. It was introduced to 

Scotland and north-east England by the Viking hordes that 
came across the German Ocean at regular intervals to cause 

mayhem. Some of them stayed and their language became the 

basis of today‟s dialects in those areas. Of course, chairs to sit on 
were a luxury enjoyed by very few, so a steeply falling area of 

ground, where one could sit more comfortably than on flat land, 

became desirable and popular. Eventually, in the English 
language, Bank would slowly and slightly change to Bench 

whilst in Scotland and north-east England it would take on a 

different meaning best illustrated by the Scots phrase “Banks 
and braes o‟ bonnie Scotland”, Brae meaning hill. Thus we see 

today, marked on Ordnance Survey maps of those areas, both 

hills and banks, the subtle difference being that one can climb a 
hill and then descend down the other side, whereas a bank rises 

unendingly, or so it seems if one is walking or cycling up it. 
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From Blyth to Hartlepool on the north-east coast of England the 

coastline is high cliffs and the land continues to rise to the peaks 
of the Pennines. Inland, there are faults in the rock formations 

which resulted in seams of coal coming to the surface bringing 

the first coal mining activity to the area. The mining developed 
new markets for coal and the need to transport further afield 

arose. Waggonways were built whereby loaded, wooden wagons 

on wooden “rails” were lowered downhill on the steep, natural 
gradients for short distances by rope and horses were used to 

pull the empty wagons “up the bank” These Waggonways were 

built in sections with stations at the end of each section where 
the wagons would be uncoupled from the rope and then coupled 

to the next rope. The discovery of steam power in the north-east 

rapidly changed this system. Stationary steam engines were 
built at the top of many inclines which drove winding engines to 

haul the wagons up and down in groups of five or six on iron 

rails. The position of these engines was referred to as “Bank 
Top” and this became the address of the people who worked and 

lived there in the cottages built nearby for them. As a result, 

there are many places named Bank Top in County Durham to 
this day.  

 

As steam locomotives became more efficient and powerful, they 
replaced rope haulage on the slighter gradients but some 

gradients required an additional locomotive to assist and this 

second locomotive became known as a “Banking Engine” 
abbreviated to “Banker” and this name would be adopted all 

over the United Kingdom for locomotives on this type of 

assistance duty. The banker would be stationed at the foot of the 
incline and when pushing a train, would not be coupled to it so 

that it could quickly ease away from the train and drop back 

down to its siding when it was no longer required.  
 

As the North Eastern (later London & North Eastern) Railway 

expanded by purchasing many routes, it also inherited sections 
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where bankers were required such as the Ryhope- Haswell 

section of the Sunderland to Hartlepool via Wellfield route 

where Class V3 2-6-2 tanks would bank long distance passenger 
expresses until the end of mainline steam. Tyne Dock – Consett 

iron ore (until the 9F locos arrived) and Middlesbrough – 

Workington iron ore trains, on the West Auckland – Stainmore 
leg would be both double-headed and have a banker. Bankers 

were necessary at Durham Station on the ECML even into the 

early diesel era. Up trains calling there would have assistance 
usually from a J72 0-6-0 which would quietly move up behind 

the train from a short siding in front of Durham North Signal 

Box. In steam days it was a magnificent sight to watch an A4 
Pacific and its banker proceeding across Durham Viaduct from a 

standing start and disappearing into the cutting towards the 

Reilly Mill Junctions followed by the banker drifting back 
wrong-line to its berth outside the „box or sometimes scurrying 

quickly back if the next train was imminent. Up trains not 

calling at Durham would rush through the station at speed as 
they attacked the gradient which starts at the end of the 

platforms.  

 
After 150 years of mining at over 100 collieries in County 

Durham, the coal was mostly running out or becoming too 

expensive to extract in the late 1960‟s / early 1970‟s and so the 
waggonways, stationary engines and bankers fell silent but it 

would be anything from ten to twenty years before the tracks 

would be removed and the spoil heaps disappear. 
 

Footnote: The town of Darlington in County Durham has two 

stations. Confusingly named for strangers, Darlington London 
Road is on the minor branch line to Bishop Auckland, whereas 

the ECML station (where one boards for London) is named 

Darlington Bank Top. There was never a stationary engine or 
waggonway here. It is co-incidental that the station was built at 

the top of a bank which leads down to the market place. 
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