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Dedication 

 

For my late grandparents, Albert Hardisty Pearson (1899–1976) and Ruby Miriam 

Pearson (1899-1976), for my late father, Albert Hardisty Pearson (1923-1986), 

Engineer and Driver on the Keighley and Worth Valley Railway, and for my mother, 

Olga Frances Pearson, former Clerk to the Worth Valley Trust.   

 

They lived with the Railway since 1955 and, like it or not, came to share its hopes, 

triumphs and disasters in addition to the problems and opportunities that it has given 

to me; they always supported me in my ambitions for the Railway; thankfully my 

mother continues to do so today.   

 

And for my wife, Angela Elaine, who knew what she was taking on but who has 

encouraged and helped me to try and make the Railway the best in the World, never 

once complaining about the other love in our marriage. 
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Preface 
 
A Childhood Sweetheart. 

 

Since I was a child in a pram, I have known, loved and been fascinated by the 

Keighley & Worth Valley Railway.  At first this was because its trains were small, 

quaint and friendly when viewed from the safety of my pram at Keighley railway 

station.  The main line trains were hauled by big scary locomotives, by Midland 

Compounds and Scots and Patriots and Jubilees, each with long trains that stopped 

only occasionally.  The branch trains had friendly little tender engines that whistled 

when they saw me or small tank engines each with a few wagons or a couple of 

coaches.   

 

When eventually we went for the ride for which I cried and stamped and threw things 

from my pram, they smelled of warmth and comfort and friendliness.  We saw day 

old chickens loaded at Oakworth, we smelled fish being delivered at Haworth and we 

had apples and oranges on the train, in a long and what I can now see was an 

unashamedly nostalgic pre-Beeching summer afternoon. 

 

Those trains soon became one of the few ways that my suffering parents and 

grandparents had of keeping a precocious and difficult child quiet, so they became 

very familiar to them and me.  By the age of five, I knew the Railway intimately and I 

wanted to know more.  The more I learned, the more I needed to know.   

 

What I learned was made all the more fascinating by the sense of place that became 

apparent as being very much a part of the Railway’s story.  My family having lived in 
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these valleys for at least two centuries made us very much a part of the story and all 

the more fascinating for that. 

 

Its story has led me into a wider life-long love of the study of virtually every aspect of 

the Railways of the British Isles, and consequently into the wider history and 

geography of these blessed islands.  I owe the Railway and its people, past and 

present, more than I can ever say.  So, now that my ever understanding and indulgent 

wife has given me the chance to research and write a little of the Railway’s story, I 

hope that I can repay to these people some of what it has given to me, over almost 

half a century. 
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1. Introduction 

 
1.1 The Purpose of this Work 
 
Most branch line studies are written by lay historians and have a standard format.  

They usually follow the story of the conception, building, operation and often, the 

demise, frequently concentrating on operations and rolling stock.  And, despite 

academics’ interest generally in railway financing very few studies seem to have been 

made of the motives for building a branch line, the fund-raising and the financial 

realities of the railway as a business.  In short, who built it, why they built it, how they 

paid for it and what they went through to achieve that end.  It is this that I seek to 

address in this dissertation, based on one railway of particular interest to the writer, 

the very ordinary, Keighley & Worth Valley.  

 

There are few models to follow.  H. W. Parris1 gave very comprehensive coverage of 

the commercial issues affecting a specific branch line.  He was followed by R. J. 

Irving2 who considered the whole issue of branch lines in the area served by the 

former North Eastern Railway and their commercial viability.  Peter Butterfield tried 

something not dissimilar3 concentrating again on the territory of the former North 

Eastern Railway, but this time mainly covering the commercial aspects of operation 

after the Grouping.  He does consider briefly other areas of the LNER and touches on 

the GWR, but mainly for comparative and illustrative purposes. 

 

                                                   
1 H. W. Parris, ‘Northallerton to Hawes: A Study in Branch-Line History’, The Journal of Transport 
History, Volume II (1955-1956) 235-248 
2 R. J. Irving ‘The Branch Line Problem in British Railway History: the Financial Evidence from 
North-East England’ The Journal of Transport History, Third series, Volume 14 Number 1 (March 
1993) pp 27-45 
3 Butterfield Peter ‘Branch lines, wayside stations and road competition’ The Journal of Transport 
History, Third Series, Volume 16 Number 2 (September 1995) 180-195 
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Apart from the authors’ own interests, I suspect that one of the reasons for 

concentrating on this geographical area is that there is a wealth of material available 

from a range of diverse sources.  Beyond the North Eastern, few other railways kept 

such meticulous records and even the LNER ceased to do this in 19344.  But one 

Railway which did maintain comprehensive historical records was the Midland, 

which for almost sixty years, operated, then leased and finally owned the Keighley & 

Worth Valley.  Even here, in what appears to be a potentially rich seam to mine, there 

is much disappointment.  Although the Midland Minute books5 provide some 

information, it is obvious that the KWVR was so insignificant a part of the system 

that the directors devoted a minimum of time to it.  What seemed to the local owning 

company matters of huge import, are dismissed by the MR Board in a couple of lines.  

Even the decision to buy the line is covered in a short paragraph6.  If nothing else, this 

puts the significance of this 5 mile branch line into a contemporary perspective. 

 

The purpose of this dissertation is to establish why the Keighley & Worth Valley 

Railway was built, who built it and how this was achieved.  The justification is that it 

has rarely been done before.  In his monumental study of the development of the 

British railway system, Jack Simmons provides ideas on the motivations for building 

branch lines and some points on profitability7, but there are very few case studies to 

test his hypothesis.  This study goes some way to confirming his findings.  

 

                                                   
4 Butterfield Peter ‘Branch lines, Wayside Stations and Road Competition’ The Journal of Transport 
History, Third Series, Volume 16 Number 2 (September 1995) p. 180 
5 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/10 to 25, Midland Railway Board Minutes 1861 - 1886 
6 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/22, Midland Railway Board Minutes, minute 118 
7 Jack Simmons, The Railway in England and Wales 1830 -1914: The System and its Working 
(Leicester, 1978) p 58 and pp 103 - 104 
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I have found it difficult to arrive at a date when it could be said that the aims of the 

local promoters had been ‘achieved’ and I rather doubt that they had thought of what 

might now be referred to as an ‘exit strategy’ from the results of their enterprise.  It 

might be said that an obvious point of that achievement was when the railway opened, 

but that point is not enough.  The promoters carried on with paying the bills and 

addressing arguments that arose from the building for many years afterwards.  So the 

simple opening of the line to traffic was merely a significant milestone in their 

labours, but certainly not the conclusion that they had at first envisaged.  There was a 

very definite and carefully arrived at ‘vision’ of what they were seeking to achieve 

and the opening certainly accomplished this.  But once work had started on the 

building, the ‘vision’ sprouted unwanted shoots, almost without constraint beyond the 

control of the local board into a wide range of financial and legal wrangles.  These 

frequently had little obvious association with the ownership of a minor branch line. 

 

Once the railway had been opened, much of the directors’ efforts appear to have been 

focussed in roughly equal parts towards placating the few (but very few) serious 

tormentors of the Railway by means of financial settlements, and persuading the 

Midland to buy out their company’s interests.  The study of those difficulties and their 

solutions will form the later part of this work.  As these difficulties were only really 

solved when the Midland bought out the local interests, I feel that the day of the sale 

is really the point at which the local promoters could be said to have ‘achieved’ their 

original ends. 

 

So an obvious and natural breaking off point is when the local company sold the 

branch to the Midland Railway.  The local company had a constant struggle to build 
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and then manage the railway, the latter jointly with the Midland.  It seems appropriate 

that my research should cover the story of efforts by local people to bring a Railway 

to their valley, how they did this and paid for it and then how they rid themselves of 

what they had done when they found that there was rather more to the project than 

building a railway and waiting for the proceeds to role in.  In particular, as most of 

their problems centred upon money or their company’s lack of it, this subject is where 

I shall concentrate my efforts in presenting this dissertation. 

 

1.2 Sources 

 

It is perhaps surprising that for a place like Haworth and the surrounding area, given 

its connections with the Bronte family, that the sources of secondary historical 

literature are rather thin.  Without doubt the best picture of the pre-railway valley is 

given to us by Elizabeth Gaskell8 who provides an account of a journey from 

Keighley to Haworth and the surrounding topography, along with a rather subjective 

assessment of the local people, at a time immediately preceding the coming of the 

KWVR9. 

 

There is no up to date history of Haworth, as such.  There is a wide range of books 

about the Brontes and the surrounding countryside, most of which accept without 

question and then tell more or less the same story, all focussed on the famous sisters 

and their family.  The Brontes were all dead and the family extinct by the time that the 

events under consideration by this dissertation took place, but only just.  The Bronte 

connection has none other than a background influence on the events of this study.   
                                                   
8 Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte (Penguin Classic edn, Harmondsworth, England 
1975) 
9Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte pp 60 -76 
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Motivated by interest in the Brontes, a book was published in 1879 which has 

remained the main secondary source for the history of Haworth and the surrounding 

area ever since10.  The author was a relatively local man, well educated, a headmaster 

in Bradford, published several times over, who lectured on local history.  He was not 

only writing at a time when people were alive who remembered the Brontes (Patrick 

the father, was the last to die in 1861) but when virtually all the prime movers of the 

Railway were still alive.  At the time of publication, the local company owned the 

Railway and many of the difficulties considered in this dissertation were still in train; 

it is therefore wholly contemporary with these events.  I have drawn on it a good deal 

for background information, particularly in connection with the personalities 

involved.  The book’s author covers transport in the area before the Railway and 

considers the coming of the Railway, albeit in a simple narrative style.  His book 

overlaps much of my source material and agrees with most of it.  I feel content in 

taking it as an accurate contemporary source. 

 

Until I had read this book by Horsfall Turner, I had concerns about defining the 

precise location of the geographical area that I should include within my researches.  I 

was concerned that their presentation might suffer unless it was possible to provide a 

definition of the geographical bounds, as the railway undoubtedly affected an area 

beyond its immediate environs.  Further, what has emerged from the process of 

research is that to understand the railway, we must at least appreciate or better, 

understand, the people and the environment of what is, to say the least, an area of 

some individuality.  The Railway and the surrounding area have always been and still 

                                                   
10 Joseph Horsfall Turner, Haworth Past and Present (1879, 2nd edn, Nelson, 1999) 
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are entirely related to each other; their affairs have been intimately interlinked and if 

we are to understand anything about the Railway, we have to take some time to 

consider and have an appreciation of the local geography and the people who lived 

there. 

 

Although called the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway, in fact it only serves those 

places in its title as far as Oakworth, where it leaves the Worth Valley and runs for the 

last two miles to Oxenhope via Haworth in the valley of the Bridgehouse Beck.  The 

village of Haworth sits neatly on the watershed of the Worth and the Bridgehouse 

Beck.  The Railway actually serves a system of three very deep river valleys whose 

confluence is near Oakworth, all of which join into the Worth almost alongside the 

station there11.  (Maps are provided in the Appendix).   

 

The river Worth proper runs from the Lancashire watershed to the Aire at Keighley, a 

distance of about eight miles. It runs through a deep valley, around the upper parts of 

which both Mrs. Gaskell12 and Horsfall Turner13 demonstrate were situated the 

villages of Oakworth, Stanbury, Haworth and Oxenhope.  At its source about two 

miles from all of these villages, other rivulets rise alongside it which run into the Irish 

Sea, whilst the Worth forms part of the system which ultimately drains into the 

Humber and the North Sea.  The hills in which it rises and through which it runs form 

the metaphorical backbone of England.   

 

These four villages’ main industries have always been the production of the grit-stone 

from which they are built, the production of worsted cloth and the provision of food, 
                                                   
11 Horsfall Turner, Haworth Past and Present p10 
12 Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte pp 53-55 
13 Horsfall Turner, Haworth Past and Present pp 9-10 
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drink and accommodation to those passing through them between Yorkshire and 

Lancashire, or, post Bronte period, as tourists.  Even today each of the four villages 

identifies closely with the others and Horsfall Turner’s book concentrates upon them 

as being the focal points of the area.   

 

For reasons of access and geography, Haworth, Stanbury and Oxenhope are 

particularly closely identified with each other in terms of industry and people.  

Oakworth is less so identified, being separated from the other three by the deep valley 

of the Worth and has much more affinity with Keighley.  For Oxenhope and Stanbury 

and the surrounding hamlets of Leeming, Upper and Lower Marsh, Lumbfoot, Sladen, 

Buckley Green and Withins, Haworth has always been, and continues to act as, a 

small focal point.  It is too small to be metropolitan centre, but it is still a place which 

provides essential shops and services to sustain a basic existence in these bleak and 

harsh uplands.  Oakworth on the opposite side of the Worth Valley to Haworth, has 

always tended to fill this function for hamlets such as Oldfield, Cackleshaw, Pickles 

Hill, Goose Eye and Dockroyd, but to a lesser extant than does Haworth for its 

neighbours.   

 

In 1995, the first history of the area was produced14 since Horsfall Turner’s had been 

published in 1879.  Despite its title this is actually an in-depth study of Haworth, 

Stanbury and Oxenhope and the families, industry and locations in this area.  Based 

entirely on primary sources (in the main upon census returns from 1801 onwards), it 

provides a composite up to date work of reference which covers our period and 

provides much of the information which we require.  It has been of considerable help 

                                                   
14 Kenneth Emsley M.A., Historic Haworth Today: An Illustrated Guide to the Historic Buildings and 
Families of Haworth, Stanbury, Oxenhope and the Worth Valley Railway (Bradford, 1995) 
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in my research.  It pulls together not only the census returns, but sets the people 

involved into their geographical and occupational contexts and frequently is able to 

demonstrate the complex family relationships and interrelationships, much of which is 

of great importance when coming to any conclusion about the railway’s early history. 

 

I have checked this book’s accuracy extensively on a random basis to source material 

and have found it invariably to be correct.  It has the huge advantage of looking at the 

families (and others) who built the railway in their day to day setting, where they 

lived and died, what they did and to whom they were related.  All this is entirely 

outside their railway context so we see them and their neighbours from another, 

perhaps more objective angle.  One of the main purposes of this dissertation is to pull 

together the information from this and other sources which give us primary 

information about the railway itself, and to set the people involved into a 

contemporary context for their lives and motives in building the railway, how they 

achieved this and how they paid for it. 

 

This book has enabled a definition to be produced of the area with which we are 

concerned as being that which is drained by the river system which joins the Aire to 

the west, at Keighley with a strong concentration on the activities of those whose 

businesses or homes were in the Haworth, Stanbury and Oxenhope areas and who 

actually brought the Railway into existence. 

 

We are fortunate in having the Midland Railway’s records at the National Archive at 

Kew and, the parliamentary papers at the House of Lords15.  Sadly, other than the 

                                                   
15 House of Lords Record Office, London, Journals 6th February 1862 – 13th January 1863 for the 
passage of the Act; Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Act 1862, 25 & 26 Victoria Chapter XC with 
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collection of Midland Board minutes already referred to there is little of note in the 

PRO except the copy of the KWVR Company’s minute book, complete from 1861 to 

188616.  I had hoped for significant archives of correspondence, which might give the 

mirror image to much of the Minute Book, but this was not to be.  Even files 

tantalising listed as ‘Midland Railway Powers relating to other Companies’17 and 

‘Midland Railway, Printed Agreements with other Companies’18 all proved fruitless, 

although they do include many agreements and the like with other similar small 

companies.  The letters of Sir James Allport19 and Edward Shipley Ellis (sometime 

Chairman of the MR)20 are similarly barren.  This is particularly disappointing as 

Allport21 is mentioned in the KWVR Minute Book as writing on several occasions to 

the putative directors of the company, but all seems to be lost.  Thankfully and quite 

unexpectedly a full original copy of the Midland working agreement for the Railway 

fell from a dusty bundle in the House of Lords Record Office22 and this has been very 

useful. 

 

Keighley Reference Library has three files on the railway, which are described simply 

as ‘Box files on the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway’.  Neither they nor their 

contents are catalogued nor are they on public display; anyone wishing to see them 

                                                                                                                                                  
supporting prospectus, deposited plans, levels documents etc. and Midland Railway (Additional 
Powers) Act 1881, 44 & 45 Victoria Chapter cli, vesting of the KWVR property in the Midland 
Railway and Midland Railway (Additional Powers) Act 1885, which permits the consolidation of the 
KWVR company’s shares with those of the Midland, by means of replacement with new Midland stock 
16 PRO, Kew, London, Rail 331/3, The Minute Book of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway 
Company 
17 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/810 
18 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/585-585 and PRO, Kew, Rail 491/530 and 533 
19 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/963 
20 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/966 - 967 
21 Harold Pollins “Railway Contractors and the Finance of Railway Development in Great Britain” in 
M.C. Reed Railways in the Victorian (Newton Abbot 1969) p 213 
22 HOL, London, Journals 6th February 1862 – 13th January 1863 for the passage of the Act; Keighley 
& Worth Valley Railway Act 1862, 25 & 26 Victoria Chapter XC with supporting prospectus, 
deposited plans, levels documents and the working agreement ‘Heads of Agreement’ between the 
KWVR and the Midland Railway 
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simply asks for them by this name, after which a rather ill maintained set of boxes is 

delivered.  In one of these is a copy letter from the Midland to Jonathan Whitely at 

Weatherhead and Burr solicitors in Keighley, who was the former KWVR secretary.  

It returns “various documents relating to the Keighley Baths and Washhouses 

Committee” which were inadvertently sent to the MR at the time of the take over, 

with all the KWVR books and papers.  What has happened to these books and papers 

that were sent to the Midland we shall never know.  No doubt they contained such 

essential gems as the register of shareholders and the company correspondence files, 

all of which would have been invaluable to me, but I have not been able to trace them 

either at Kew or anywhere else. 

 

The KWVR Minute Book itself has proved the main piece of source material in the 

preparation of this dissertation.  It is however infuriating for what it misses out, as 

much as for what it includes.  It tends only to give the company’s side of events and 

usually does not explain what it is talking about in terms of problems, just how they 

might be solved.   

 

For background to the area and its history, there is a further work23 which is a study of 

five hundred wills and a hundred house inventories from the Borthwick Institute for 

Historical Research in York and two hundred title deeds from the Deed Registry in 

Wakefield, now part of the West Yorkshire Record Office.  This is in reality, a 

‘volume one’ of Emsley’s book.  Although undated, I purchased my copy many years 

ago and it probably pre-dates Emsley by at least a couple of decades. 

 

                                                   
23 M. A. Baumber, A Pennine Community on the Eve of the Industrial Revolution; Keighley & Haworth 
Between 1660 and 1740 (Keighley, n.d.) 
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Beyond these, the West Yorkshire Archive service at Bradford and Wakefield has a 

vast range of primary material which has proved much more rewarding in terms of 

quantity than the National Archive at Kew.  Most of this was researched and collated 

some years ago by Richard Pulleyn whom I thank for access to his files on the 

subject.  The difficulty here is that they relate almost entirely to plans, drawings and 

operational issues.  There is nothing in relation to the commercial aspects.  None the 

less, it has been useful in showing on the ground, the actual nature of the problems 

that the directors encountered.  There are a number of illustrations which have been 

useful when forming a picture of the problems and the way that they were solved, or 

what was actually creating the difficulties. 

 

Secondary sources have been very useful in giving a wider perspective.  Jack 

Simmons, over several volumes gives what is probably the best summation of the 

national context within which this study is based.  They are well written and have an 

uncanny ability to confirm much of what we have found in relation to the KWVR in a 

national context.  These were intended to be published as a series, but eventually 

appeared under different titles, formats and from differing publishers; they are 

therefore referenced separately as need arises.  To some extent Kostal24has been 

disappointing, as he tends to concentrate on the years before 1860.  But his 

explanations of liability, parliamentary procedure and inexperienced directors and 

lawyers has been of great help.   

 

                                                   
24 R. W. Kostal Law and English Railway Capitalism 1825 – 1875 (Oxford 1994) corrected paperback 
edition 1997 
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Robbins25 I have found almost as useful in proportion to its limited size, as Simmons.  

A very readable book, it covers the promotion of Railways in general in just the way 

that I am seeking to address the KWVR in particular.  Much of what I have 

discovered about the KWVR is also confirmed by Robbins in terms of the national 

and contextual setting. 

 

Reed26, is useful in that much of what he has discovered about the local sources of 

capital is confirmed by my researches with the KWVR. 

 

The full run of the ‘Keighley News’, maintained by Keighley Reference Library since 

1859 looked like being an invaluable contemporary source, which would probably be 

comparable with the Minute Book.  Unfortunately, all that the Keighley News does, 

with one very important exception, is to complain at delays or report the more 

spectacular failures, all of which we know about in a rather less subjective way from 

the minute book.  There is nothing whatever about financing or the politics of the 

Railway.  Although its reports confirm a good deal of what is mentioned in the 

Minute Book it adds little in the way of value, with one major exception.  This is the 

report of the Opening Day on 1st April 1867, which event is totally ignored by the 

Minute Book.  These speeches revealed a great deal about the professed motives and 

attitudes of all involved.  This is largely through the full reporting of the speeches of 

the guests at the opening banquet.  It shines a light on the Midland’s branch line 

policy and focussed much work that appeared to be disconnected, before this gem 

emerged.  Perhaps the regrettable failure of the Keighley News to record much 

additional information beyond physical progress is not surprising.  The political and 
                                                   
25 Michael Robbins The Railway Age (Manchester paperback edn. 1998) 
26 M. C. Reed (ed.) Railways in the Victorian Economy; Studies in Finance and Economic Growth 
(Newton Abbot 1969) paperback edition 
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financial affairs of the little Railway were bound up, in the main, with a small close 

knit group of mostly inter-related individuals, who would probably want to keep their 

business affairs to themselves.   

 

Finally, some years ago, the then Stationmaster of Oxenhope, Nicholas Bennett found 

in the station loft, a series of copy letters from his predecessor, John Collett to 

customers, colleagues and superiors.  Collett was in post in the 1870’s and early 

1880’s.   These form a classic cameo of day to day life on this Pennine branch line 

and I thank Nick for giving me access to them from his private collection.  In the main 

they relate to operational matters, but what they and much of the other source material 

shows is that the KWVR was in its day an entirely unremarkable branch line, about 

which most people would not think twice.  It was created by local people, with some 

help from the Midland, to service local needs, when powers outside the valley had 

ignored the need which there plainly was for its presence.  Big business left the risk to 

be carried by local enterprise which it bought out.  It was taken over by a large 

business corporation once it was seen that it had a value beyond its cost.  Why and 

how this happened and who was involved is an intriguing story which I shall now 

consider. 
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2. The Valley before the Railway 

 

2.1 Topography 

Haworth and the surrounding area have not been really remote since the coming of the 

Turnpike roads down and across the Worth Valley and those of its tributaries in the 

late 18th and early 19th centuries27.  This was when roads to both Keighley (1794) and 

Hebden Bridge (1814) were built as turnpikes.  The Blue Bell and Toller Lane 

Turnpike, from Cone to Bradford (which still forms the Main Street of Haworth) was 

opened at an unknown date in the mid 18th Century28, the Act to pike and rebuild in 

part the Bradford to Colne (via Haworth) packhorse road being passed in 175529.  

Before these turnpikes, the only access to the area was via pack horse roads, the main 

one being that between Haworth and Colne, over which the main traffic was wool and 

finished cloth from the West Riding to Lancashire and in particular, Liverpool. 

 

A lack of adequate water supplies in the larger West Riding towns resulted in the 

initial development of the worsted cloth industry taking place literally adjoining that 

of the farming industry.  This grew the wool in the hills of the mid-Pennines, where 

water and rough grazing was plentiful30.  The outcome was that around the farms, a 

number of small houses were established to spin yarn and weave cloth by hand, the 

finished product being despatched by pack horse, or later carrier’s cart, once the 

turnpikes opened31.  Some of these settlements grew into hamlets or small villages; 

later they were often centred upon a purpose built mill, usually built and owned by the 

                                                   
27 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, p 7 
28 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, p 7 
29 Jennie Crawford, Street Names of Haworth, (Barnsley, 1998), p 13 
30 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, p 5 
31 Oxenhope Village Society, Oxenhope; A Pennine Village.  Survey & Recommendations for a Village 
Design Statement (Oxenhope, 1975), Section 2.  Held by the Clerk to Oxenhope Parish Council in an 
un-indexed archive 
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farmer.  The upper valleys of the Worth, Sladen and Bridgehouse becks are littered 

with such settlements, invariably at a high level, joined by pack-horse roads and an 

intricate network of paths, to this day. 

 

The last hand loom weaver in the area was Timothy Feather who died in 1910, 

working up to his death at Buckley Green, one such settlement in the upper Worth 

Valley near Stanbury.  He was a subscriber to the Keighley & Worth Valley 

Railway32 and a non-payer of calls on his subscription.  As late as 183833 there were 

1200 handlooms in Haworth and 600 in Oxenhope; this made the whole area a close 

second to Bradford for the cottage element of the worsted industry. 

 

Some of the mills became large and prosperous, despite the disadvantage of their 

geographical position set in deep valleys where access was relatively difficult 

compared to concerns in, for example, the adjoining Aire and Calder valleys.  The 

Rochdale Canal was opened through Hebden Bridge in the Calder Valley in August 

179834. This was 7 miles away over a good quality (but heavily graded) turnpike after 

1814.  Before that the route was over a relatively reasonable but un-piked, road.  The 

Leeds & Liverpool Canal opened to Keighley in 177335, access from Haworth being 

by a 6 mile long non-turnpike road until this latter was built in 1794.  These events 

seem to have started to place the mills of the Worth Valley at a relative disadvantage, 

especially as regards the import of coal when this began to take over from water 

power as the prime fuel for such mills.   

                                                   
32 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/3, The Minute Book of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Company, which 
includes a full list of original subscribers 
33 Horsfall Turner, Haworth Past and Present, p 128 
34 Charles Hadfield & Gordon Biddle, The Canals of North West England, (2 vols., Newton Abbot, 
1970) vol.2 p 271 
35 Charles Hadfield & Gordon Biddle, The Canals of North West England, vol.1 p73 
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The comparative remoteness of the villages and hamlets of the Worth and adjoining 

valleys (which from hereon I shall refer to collectively as the Worth Valley as a 

general area, unless there is a need to be specific), their concentration on a very few 

staple industries and the odd, confined nature of the settlements seems to have 

resulted in a very parochial attitude and a great deal of introspection amongst its 

people.  There never was any resident landowning aristocracy.  The Dukes of 

Devonshire were significant landowners in the area but never lived there.  

Agriculturally, the steepness of the valley sides and the harsh climate make it 

unsuitable for the cultivation of crops.  The main farming activity has and remains the 

breeding of sheep in addition to some cattle farming, but even the latter is difficult 

given the prevailing topography.  By its nature such farming is a solitary business as 

is the processing of the wool, if done as a cottage industry. 

 

The people of the valley tend therefore, even today, to be focussed on agriculture and 

(much less today) cloth making, or the extraction of stone for building.  They did not 

travel far36 other than to markets and beyond work or business, the dominant theme in 

their lives was the church.  There was and remains an exceptionally strong non-

conformist tradition in the valleys, which dates from the formation of the Methodist 

movement and the presence of Wesley himself as a friend of the then-Minister of the 

Church of England church at Haworth (St. Michael and All Angels), the Rev. William 

Grimshaw.  Before this, the Puritan movement was strong, the district in general 

being in favour of Parliament against the King in the 17th Century.  Most of the 

money seems to have rested with Baptist and Methodist worshipers, although some 

                                                   
36Horsfall Turner, Haworth Past and Present p 125 
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wealthy individuals attended the one Church of England establishment in the area, 

which was at Haworth.  The valleys are littered still with a large number of non-

conformist establishments; even today, there are two in Oxenhope, three in Haworth 

within a few yards of each other, one in Stanbury and another on the moor, which is 

an non-denominational place of worship, that dates back to the time of the Stanbury 

Quakers37.   

 

The wealthier mill owners, or property owning farmers with weaving tenants, were 

the dominant political force.  They tended to be the only local people with a vote and 

the monetary power to make anything happen.  There were few of them so, given the 

natural transport difficulties, these families tended to intermarry, not once, but several 

times over.  Throughout the whole of the period from the 1801 census to the turn of 

the 20th Century, there are only 171 different surnames arising in the census returns, 

for the Haworth, Stanbury and Oxenhope enumerations and many of those arise only 

a very few times38.  Thus, the names of Greenwood, Sugden, Merrall, Feather, 

Pighills, Butterfield, Heaton, Gregson, Redman, Sunderland and Craven dominate the 

local graveyards now as they dominated business and social life in the early and mid 

19th Century.  Consequently, it was natural that they dominated the Keighley & Worth 

Valley Railway during its existence as a local enterprise.  They were all related and 

the family seems to have been a strong influence in terms of business.  A glance at the 

list of initial subscribers to the Railway39 shows how many people of these names 

were involved and how many names occur over again and down the generations as the 

years progress. 

 
                                                   
37 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, pp 96-97 
38 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, Surname Index  pp 155-157 
39 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1 KWVR Board minutes 8th October to 1st November 1861 
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Although the arrival of the canals at Keighley and Hebden Bridge created some 

difficulties in terms of relative competitive disadvantage to the cloth manufacturers, 

the opening of the Leeds and Bradford Extension Railway to Keighley in March 

184740 seems to have been a double edged sword.  It brought access to the outside 

world within a few miles of Haworth by horse, cart or coach, but there was still the 

matter of getting to Keighley.  This extra cost remained unchanged from the position 

as it was when the canals and turnpikes were the main means of transport beyond 

Keighley.   This inevitably placed the valley people and their industries at a 

disadvantage compared to those in the lower Worth Valley and Keighley whose 

premises adjoined, or were much nearer to the main channels of communication and 

in particular, to the railway. 

 

Keighley was the nearest point that any main line Railway was ever likely to reach to 

Haworth and the valley.  The topography beyond Keighley was prohibitive and these 

places did not fall onto any natural trade routes, after the Leeds & Bradford extension 

Railway had effectively made the long distance use of the local turnpikes obsolete.  

These had been in decline since the opening of the two canals and now slipped quietly 

into oblivion once the Leeds and Bradford line reached the East Lancashire at Colne, 

which in turn provided a direct onward route to Liverpool and Manchester.  The 

opening of the railway to Keighley at the very least emphasised the relative isolation 

of the Worth Valley villages. Although access to the wider UK became easier, local 

competition for exports beyond the district would be intensified; it would be more 

expensive to obtain those raw materials that were required to the remoter regions of 

the Worth Valley than it was to deliver them to only to Keighley. 

                                                   
40 Peter E. Baughan, North of Leeds, (Hatch End, 1966) p66 
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The Leeds and Bradford Extension Railway Act was passed in 184441.  The original 

Leeds & Bradford act had been opposed by Keighley interests, until a promise of the 

extension line was given and the extension was in turn opposed by Haworth interests, 

until a branch to Haworth was included as part of that bill42.  In ‘North of Leeds’, 

Baughan indicates that that this opposition stemmed from the relative disadvantage 

into which each scheme would put the towns, unless they were connected 

subsequently by an extension from the main line43. 

 

The people of the Valley had already had a taste of railways and investment in 

railways, when the ‘Manchester, Hebden Bridge and Keighley & Leeds & Carlisle 

Junction Railway’ was proposed to run through it in 1846.  Several local families had 

invested in this mania project.  One such family, the Greenwoods, lived at Woodlands 

which was (and still is) one of the largest houses in the area.  They were one of the 

most patrician of Valley families but ruined as a result of their investment44.  A little 

later, a branch off the Haworth branch of the L & B extension was to run to 

Springhead Mills45.  Springhead was part of the Greenwood estate, which after James 

Greenwood’s bankruptcy was purchased by Edwin Merrall of Ebor House46 Haworth. 

 

The ruin of the Greenwoods seems to have been taken as a warning for the rest of the 

people of the valley.  There are no known proposals for railways from this time until 

1861, which resulted in the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway.  Given the ruination 

                                                   
41 Baughan, North of Leeds p51 
42 Baughan, North of Leeds, p50 & p53 
43 Baughan North of Leeds pp 50 - 53 
44 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, p31 
45 West Yorkshire Archive Service, Wakefield, KWVR Archive, 57D81/10 (box 1) Drawings and Plans 
for the Building of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway 
46 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, p 63 
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of the Greenwoods, one can sense that local people would be reluctant to invest in a 

branch line.  The main line at Keighley provided a service of sorts to the valley and 

the roads by now were piked and good.  The biggest problem was the cost of transport 

to and from and transhipment at Keighley.  But that had always been present since the 

canals opened so presumably the valley mill owners were happy to live with this so 

long as it was not too prohibitive.   

 

Several of them owned mills in the lower valley and in Keighley, in addition to their 

other operations in the upper valley around Haworth, Oxenhope and Stanbury.  They 

used them as a network to support each other and to undertake different elements of 

the cloth making process, or as a combined manufacturing resource with a common 

trading name and reputation.  For example, the Merralls, the Hattersleys and the 

Butterfields all owned mills in the upper Worth Valley and Keighley.  The 

Butterfields, the new owners of Woodlands, owned Prospect House at Lumbfoot 

(another hamlet, this time near to Stanbury), Lumbfoot Mill47 and Bridgehouse Mill at 

Haworth, which latter had formed yet another part of the Greenwood estate48.  One 

branch of the family lived at Prospect House, Lumbfoot, during the week and returned 

to Cliff House in Keighley at the weekend. This latter is a palatial building to the 

north of the town set in a huge park, which was the family’s principal residence. 

 

So a picture starts to build up, of a highly introspective people living in the valleys.  

Some of these belong to a social and business elite with experience beyond the 

immediate area through business and social contacts.  This elite is made up of 

members of a small group of families, which tend to be inter-related.  Their 

                                                   
47 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, p 81 
48 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today, p 80 
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businesses are thriving in the main due to their proximity to raw material, labour and 

water to wash the wool and power the machinery. 

 

There seems to have been little incentive to build a railway, especially after the 

experience a decade or so earlier, which ruined one of the greatest of their number.  

Developments however were taking place on the wider national scene which would 

change this position and it is those which we shall examine next. 
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3. The Wider and National Scenes 

3.1 The General Contemporary Scene 

Simmons argues that in the latter half of the 19th century the major railway companies 

frequently lacked interest in certain rural areas, as they did in the case of some 

towns49.  He suggests that their lack of interest was due in the part to financial 

exhaustion, partly to lethargy, and partly due to the fact that so long as a main line 

acted as a railhead for a district in which they had more or less a monopoly, there was 

little reason to spend further funds and effort in linking to its remoter regions by a 

railway.  A main line obtained the same traffic without the expense of a branch, which 

would require capital out of proportion to its profitability50.   

 

Some rural railways and branch lines were profitable, but most held out little 

incentive for a main line company to build and operate of its own volition. External 

forces of competition or the prospect of real or imagined valuable traffic was usually 

required for the building of a branch.  Even then (e.g. the GWR built line from Bala to 

Ffestiniog to tap the slate traffic)51 things did not always work out as expected, 

especially if there were competitive forces at work for a common traffic.  But some 

such railways were profitable.  For example, Simmons quotes the Easingwold as 

being able to pay 4 per cent from 1905 to the first world war.  What he does not 

mention is that the capital of this company was minimal (it always hired its 

locomotives and rolling stock and required no engineering works of significance).  On 

the other hand, when branches were built by local companies, they could be burdened 

by heavy capital expenditure, legal costs, land and compensation costs or a 

                                                   
49 Jack Simmons The Victorian Railway (London, first paperback edition 1995) pp 355 - 358 
50 Jack Simmons The Railway in England and Wales 1830 -1914: The System and its Working 
(Leicester 1978) pp 103- 104 
51 Simmons The Railway in England and Wales 1830 -1914: The System and its Working p 105 
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combination of all these, before a wheel turned to bring in income.  He does however 

recognise that many such schemes were built with little or no expectation of 

profitability on the part of their promoters.  Sometimes they were built (or bought, 

which will be significant to our study later) for strategic reasons by a major company 

to keep a rival out of a district, sometimes to “placate a district”, or an influential 

group of customers. 

 

As Simmons observes52 the building of a railway gave considerable advantages to any 

area into which it came.  He provides us with several summaries of these advantages, 

one almost contemporary with our period (1856) and another modern one53, 

‘Railways created new business, reduced transport costs, standardised trade routes 

made people more mobile, and brought new recreations and opportunities to large 

masses of the people who had never previously had them’54.  Although the framework 

of the network of railways of the United Kingdom was in place by about 1860, there 

remained much infilling to achieve, for those who felt motivated so to do55.  Robbins 

makes the point that by 1859 most of the extremities of the United Kingdom were 

served and between then and 1870, much infilling took place.  After 1850, what he 

refers to as a “chill wind” was felt ‘whistling about the railway board rooms and the 

pace of construction slowed down’. 

 

Robbins vividly illustrates56 that ‘Most towns with any spirit’ wanted a railway and 

when they did not have one, they promoted a branch to give them one.  Although he 

uses Devon to illustrate his point, it is just as valid in West Yorkshire.  Here, a large 

                                                   
52 Simmons The Victorian Railway p372 -373 
53 C. Wilson ‘First with the News’ (1985) p 47.  (No other reference provided in Simmons) 
54 Simmons  The Victorian Railway p 373 
55 Robbins The Railway Age, p 31 
56 Robbins The Railway Age, p45 
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part of the population lived in the urban sprawl of the heavy woollen district, or 

Huddersfield, or Halifax, or Bradford or Leeds.  None of the main line companies that 

came into the area could miss the opportunity to build into these districts, usually at 

their own expense.  It is notable that they built either a main line through the district, 

or a network of lines which fed the main line in competition with the networks of 

other companies.  There were very few branches promoted as such by main line 

companies, but plenty of loops and alternative routes which tapped traffic sources or 

tried to cut them off from competitors.  The expense of these developments was 

usually very considerable due to the prevailing geography and this shows how 

valuable a prize they saw such places to be.  As each company arrived, it built a 

network into the manufacturing areas.  This attraction was still strong when some 

years after the earlier companies the GNR arrived and soon flooded the woollen 

district between Wakefield and Bradford with another network in competition with 

the already established companies, LNWR, L & YR and Midland.  The GNR’s last 

West riding extension was to Keighley, where it arrived at in 1886. But it had been 

building the line from 1870 in stages from Bradford and Halifax; it was its last 

extension in the West Riding and tapped a district which previously had been the sole 

preserve of the Midland.  It appears that it was this project which eventually solved 

the financial problems of the directors of the KWVR through the line being taken over 

for both traffic and strategic reasons, to keep it out of the hands of the GNR, which 

certainly seems to have been an alternative buyer. 

 

The need for a railway to those places that had been bypassed by the main lines is 

discussed by Simmons57 and here he specifically mentions two local places that were 

                                                   
57 Jack Simmons, The Railway in Town & Country 1830-1914 (Newton Abbot 1986) p 267  
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bypassed, Halifax and Bradford.  These gaps were quickly filled by several companies 

and in the case of Bradford no less than three with others who had running powers.  

As Simmons says ‘Some towns in this position became anxious speedily’ and had the 

resources to do something about the absence of a railway.  Others for various reasons 

hesitated.  The settlements of the Worth Valley were hardly rich by national 

standards, but their activities had made a few people who lived there rich by local 

standards and some wealthy even by national standards.   

 

The KWVR was very much a child of this period of expansion and its building 

formed a tiny part of this infilling.  It was not remotely exceptional in this, being 

simply yet another place that could take a railway, but which did not have one.  As 

Simmons again observes58 this infilling was an ‘instrument of liberation, breaking of 

the customary bonds of the past’.  This is nowhere more true than in the Worth 

Valley, where the railway’s arrival was followed by the creation of huge mills which 

could obtain coal and other raw materials that simply could not be brought in without 

the Railway and whose products could be exported, in easy competition with once 

better placed rivals, which was just not possible before the Railway arrived.  Whoever 

built such a railway was likely to be taking a considerable risk, or to be doing it for 

motives beyond simple speculative investment.  As we shall see, the motives of the 

Worth Valley’s promoters and investors seem to have been geared at least as much 

towards the development of their existing businesses, as making a profit on their 

immediate investment in the Railway. 

 

                                                   
58 Simmons The Victorian Railway  p 375 
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Main line companies, as we have already seen, had little incentive to take such risks 

with dead end branches, which served areas whose traffic was already tapped by a 

main line railhead.  If the risk when taken by others failed to produce the hoped for 

profits to the proprietors (as for example with some of the more hopeless concerns 

such as the Bishop’s Castle, the Potteries Shrewsbury & North Wales and other less 

spectacular failures), the main line company still enjoyed an income from the traffic 

that the line fed to it at the junction.  From this viewpoint, main line companies 

generally had little objection to non-competitive branches that would feed at least 

some traffic to them.  But they had little incentive to build them and to take what they 

knew would be a large risk in the first instance, when they already enjoyed that traffic 

despite it having reached their trains via means other than a railway. 

 

Yet there were reasons why an established company might become heavily involved.  

This may have been to keep out a rival; but even then, risks could be minimised.  For 

example, they might work such a line for a percentage of the takings; if they did this, 

they had at least some income guaranteed to cover their immediate costs.  In addition, 

there would be the income from the existing traffic and a prospect of that from 

additional traffic which the presence of the railway would encourage once it was 

operational.  Although this was still a risk and some capital would have to be 

expended, it was nothing like the risk that was entailed in building the line with all the 

on-going liabilities that this had the potential to incur.  It might just be the incentive 

that local entrepreneurs needed to encourage them to build such a line.  The real 

advantage to the main line company was of course the additional traffic that the 

railway would generate once it was open.  They got the potential benefits with very 

little risk. 
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Again, the situation of the KWVR reflects the general national situation.  The 

Midland was prepared to go to some expense in relation to the KWVR. but not much.  

In 1861, the GNR’s attack on Keighley was not even on the horizon.  The Midland 

was willing to carry some costs of promoting the line, by making its legal services 

available free of charge59; it was even prepared to pay for some costs of obtaining the 

Act.  Although not stated in any of the agreements between the two companies, on 

14th June, 186460, the KWVR sent Mr. Carter’s bill (The KWVR parliamentary 

solicitor) for obtaining the Act to the Midland for payment; only part was paid, but 

this shows that it was prepared to go to some expense to encourage the little railway 

and to provide locomotives and rolling stock, albeit at a cost to the KWVR61.   

 

The general position of the main line companies is understandable.  Why should they 

spend capital which might not produce a return, when local people who were agitating 

for a line, could fund it themselves?  The Midland anticipated substantial demands on 

its capital resources at this time.  Its planned invasion of South Wales, the Derby to 

Manchester route and the Settle –Carlisle line if they came to fruition, would place 

massive demands on its fund raising abilities.  Branch lines never featured in the 

Midland’s psyche in the way that they did, for example, in that of the Great Western; 

the Midland always thought strategically on a broad scale62, seeking to expand its 

sphere of influence and defend its centre by expansion63 so unless local forces 

promoted branches, they tended to be ignored.  Set against this, the Midland’s 

                                                   
59 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/19 Midland Board Minute number 6057 of 2/10/1861 
60 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1 KWVR Board minute 14th June 1864 
61 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/20 Midland Board Minute number 7258 of 5/2/1867 
62 Timothy L. Alborn Conceiving Companies; Joint Stock Politics in Victorian England (London 1998) 
p210 
63 See David A. Pearson, ‘The Foreign Policy of the Midland Railway’ unpublished essay, Institute of 
Railway Studies, York, January 2002 
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willingness to pay for the KWVR’s Act, whilst not typical of other mainline 

companies, shows a very positive outlook and a wish to help small companies who 

would perhaps not find it too difficult to build their lines, but who might have 

difficulty in covering the legal costs.  I wonder if the Midland’s help with 

parliamentary costs was by way of putting down a ‘marker’, to indicate at an early 

date its interest in the KWVR?  Perhaps this was a sign of friendship but more likely, 

to show other companies who may possibly in the future consider the KWVR as a 

useful adjunct for access or traffic, that it was, to some extent, already ‘theirs’? 

 

If there is any doubt about the Midland’s general policy in regard to branch lines and 

their being paid for by the local communities which they served, it is resolved from 

two sources.  First of all, the Midland Board Minute book states64 on 2nd October 

1861, in a response to a deputation of local people65 with whom we will become 

familiar later that it would operate the KWVR for 50 per cent of the gross taking and 

later66 in response to a letter from the provisional Chairman of the KWVR asking for 

better terms for their involvement, the Midland board responded67 on 6th November 

1861 when they agreed to help with legal costs and expertise. But care to say that they 

could hep no further then this. 

 

Add to this, the speech comments of the Midland Deputy Chairman, Matthew 

Thompson at the banquet to celebrate the opening of the KWVR on 13th April 186768.  

Here we see the clear policy of the Midland Railway company on such matters.  If a 

locality wanted a railway and that locality had no strategic significance, then it was, in 

                                                   
64 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/19 Midland Board Minute Book, minute number 6057 
65 Railway Times 12th October 1861, p 1271 
66 PRO, Kew, RAIL 491/19 Minute number 6149 
67 PRO, Kew, RAIL 491/19 MR. Board minutes 6th November 1861 
68 Keighley News Saturday 20th April 1867 
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the opinion the Midland, the job of the local people to pay for the line and the 

Midland would work it for a fee.  Once it had proved itself (but not before and the 

measure of success is not explained), the Midland was prepared to consider buying it. 

 

Not only does this put into context the Railway’s foundation in terms of the Midland; 

it was the foundation upon which the independent corporate life of the Railway was 

based.  In comparison with some railways, there does not appear to have been too 

much difficulty in raising the funds in the first instance to build the line as the bulk of 

the capital came from a few local businessmen.  But by the time that it was clear that 

the original capital was inadequate in 1865/6, the money markets were in a turmoil 

following the failure of the greatest of the London Discount Houses, Overend & 

Gurney in 1866.  Robbins’ chill wind was made colder by this disaster69.  The affairs 

of the tiny KWVR were affected by its failure as subsequently, it found it difficult to 

find capital when the original estimates had proved hopelessly inadequate70.  It was 

only the possibility of the KWVR selling to the GNR, a decade or so later, that 

prompted the Midland to solve these problems, by a takeover of the KWVR on very 

beneficial terms. 

 

The people who promoted and controlled local railways, large or small, were usually 

persons of local (or even national) consequence and standing.  They invariably had 

large shareholdings in the company, or some representational function to perform, 

                                                   
69 Robbins The Railway Age , p30 
70 House of Lords Record Office, Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Deposited Plans 1861, Journal 
151, Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Act 1862 (25 & 26 Victoria, Chapter XC.  Includes a letter 
from John Crossley the consulting engineer dated 21st December 1861, confirming that the line can be 
built for £36,000 
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either for a specific industry or district71.  Robbins demonstrates72 the same point, but 

on a national scale.  There was nothing different with the directors of the KWVR.  As 

we shall see, they were local people who had the means to make the railway happen, 

to use a modern phrase.  They may well have regretted what seems to have been their 

considerable financial exposure which was obviously much greater than anticipated, 

but they saw it through and in the end, were not out of pocket. That this happened 

seems to have been as a direct result of what appears to have been the Midland’s 

response to the competitive force of the GNR’s arrival in Keighley. 

 

Simmons questions the generally accepted hypothesis that the coming of a railway to 

a place resulted in growth and prosperity73, but in understanding the motives of those 

who promoted the Worth Valley, it is probably sufficient to note that they believed 

that the railway would be likely to bring greater prosperity.  Of the decline of local 

markets, Simmons notes that this happened with the coming of the railways74.  But 

there never were any markets in the Worth Valley, even before the railway.  All 

produce was taken either to Keighley or with more difficulty, to Bradford or Colne.  

Some business had to be transacted further away, at York, Leeds, Manchester or 

Liverpool.  In Wuthering Heights, it is no chance that Emily Bronte has Mr. Earnshaw 

returning from Liverpool with the waif Heathcliffe; the journey would have been 

familiar to many farmers in the Worth Valley at that time, with more than local 

business with which to attend.  So it was entirely reasonable for the local elite to 

expect that the improved communication offered by the railway would stimulate 

                                                   
71 Channon Geoffrey, ‘The Recruitment of Directors to the Board of the Great Western Railway, I, 
Journal of Transport History, Third series, volume 17, number 1, March 1996 and  
Channon Geoffrey, ‘The Recruitment of Directors to the Board of the Great Western Railway, II, 
Journal of Transport History, Third Series, Volume 20, Number 1, March 1999 
72 Robbins The Railway Age,  p 67 
73 Simmons, The Railway in Town & Country 1830-1914 p 16  
74 Simmons, The Railway in Town & Country 1830-1914 p 19  
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growth both economically and physically without damaging the local scene75.  People 

would have travelled cheaper and faster, and exports and imports would be achieved 

with more speed and at less cost than was the case before the coming of the railway. 

 

But the ruin of the Greenwoods of Woodlands must have acted as a warning and with 

only local traffic on which to draw for profit, there was hardly likely to be a rush to 

build their own branch line.  Given the topography and trade routes, there was no 

reason whatever to consider anything other than a branch line for purely local needs.  

So matters remained in abeyance until 1861. 

 

3.2 The Midland Railway’s Policy on Branch Lines 

 

The provision of a railway using local resources and capital was becoming established 

by the 1860s and in the case of districts served by the Midland, it already had 

precedents, albeit not locally.  The Dursley branch, that to Stroud and Nailworth and 

the Thornbury branch, each generally contemporaneous with the KWVR, were all 

funded by local people and worked by the Midland.  These Gloucestershire branches 

were very comparable in both geographic location and circumstances with the many 

branches to the GWR main line which had been built by local enterprise after the 

small towns which they served were bypassed by the main line.  The branches in 

question were all off the Gloucester and Bristol line, which was built by Brunel using 

the same philosophy as he did with the GWR main line, that inter city traffic was 

                                                   
75 The writer is not alone in his vivid recollection of being, as a child ‘seen off’ from Keighley station 
by relatives, when undertaking a day trip to Leeds with his parents, so unusual was such an event in 
this area, even in the 1950s 
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what mattered and he thus bypassed all but the most important or geographically 

fortunate towns76. 

 

The Midland had literally dozens of mineral branches77 built at its own instigation and 

cost; their rich prizes and therefore the motivation for building them are obvious.  

Beyond these, there are few other ‘dead end’ Midland branches.  The reasons for 

building them varied; Hemel Hempstead to Harpenden was locally resourced78 in 

1877, but that to Wirksworth (opened in October 1867) was not79, being promoted, 

funded and owned from the outset by the Midland.  With the latter, we have an 

example of the strategic line which was built at precisely the same time as the 

KWVR, but to counter a possible LNWR threat from the north on Derby80.  The 

Hawes branch, which came a little later (promoted 1866, opened 1878), was part of 

the first version of the Settle to Carlisle scheme and to some extent, the Midland was 

saddled with building it.  This was partly for legal reasons, partly to maintain and 

massage relations with the North Eastern and partly to protect the area from an NER 

incursion81. 

 

The Grassington branch, which came many years later (promoted 1897, opened 1902) 

was locally financed with the help of the Midland, in the same way as the KWVR 

                                                   
76 E. G. Barnes, The Rise of the Midland Railway 1844 – 1874 (London 1966) pp 96 - 128 
77 See Peter Paye Midland Railway System Maps (Teignmouth 1992 – 1999) 7 volumes, for a full 
cartographical picture of the Midland system, especially vols. 2, 3, & 4 for the mineral branches and 
John Gough The Midland Railway; A Chronology (Mold 1989) to see the full extent of the Midland’s 
commercial and land based UK interests 
78 Gough The Midland Railway; A Chronology p 43 
79 Robin Leleux A Regional History of the Railways of Great Britain; The East Midlands (16 Vols. 
Newton Abbot 1976) Vol. 9 p 182 
80 Robin Leleux A Regional History of the Railways of Great Britain; The East Midlands p 182 
81 Gough The Midland Railway; A  Chronology p 184 and Peter E. Baughan North of Leeds (Hatch End 
1966) pp 136 – 138 & 158 – 159  
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almost forty years before82.  This shows a consistent policy on the part of the Midland 

that, other than in cases of absolute necessity to protect its core and strategic interests 

or to tap rich seams of traffic (generally coal) the Midland invariably refused to build 

branch lines in non competitive areas, but encouraged local people to take the risk. It 

would then take them over either when they had failed and the risk was gone or when 

they had proved themselves and were ripe for the picking or further development.  

This entirely reflects the Midland’s policy as enunciated in Matthew Thompson’s 

speech at the KWVR opening, as already explained. 

 

                                                   
82 Gough The Midland Railway; A Chronology p 171 and Peter E. Baughan The Railways of 
Wharfedale (Newton Abbot 1969) pp 178 - 195 
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4. The Keighley & Worth Valley Railway 

 

4.1 The Germ of an Idea  

 

We now come to the events which resulted in the building of the railway.  As 

previously outlined, what I am looking into here is not so much the physical progress 

and a chronological record but rather how this was achieved in terms of the people 

and the financing of the project and its ultimate outcome. 

 

We have seen how and why there was, by 1860, no railway to Haworth and why there 

was little if any prospect of one.  The key figure in breaking this impasse appears to 

have been John McLandsborough.  He was a civil engineer who lived in Otley, about 

fifteen miles away in Wharfedale.  He seems to play a key part in the coming of the 

Railway to Haworth and we need to take a little time to look at him, his background 

and his relationship not only with the Midland Railway, but also with Matthew 

William Thompson, its future Chairman (but in the early 1860’s just a director) who 

lived near to McLandsborough, in a house called ‘Park Gate’ at Guiseley, about three 

miles from Otley83.   

 

His importance to the story of the KWVR is that he seems to have been the instigator 

of the project and his high level Midland connections were probably used to get its 

agreement first to support the building of the railway and then to operate it.  That he 

subsequently dissolved all connections with the Railway (other than as a shareholder) 

                                                   
83 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/366 (Part 1) Files on the consolidation of Midland Railway Stocks, 1943 – 
1921. Report of Special General Meeting on 17/11/1874 



MRSOP2  © David A Pearson 2003 

 40 

and does not even appear to have been at the celebratory opening banquet84 is strange 

but perhaps tells us of the worsening relationship with the local Board.   

 

Little is known of McLandsborough, although elements of his life were researched by 

Ralph Povey for his booklet ‘The History of the Keighley & Worth Valley 

Railway’85.  McLandsborough was born on 3rd May 1820 in Otley, West Yorkshire 

and died on 24th February 1900 at his home at 4, Lindum Terrace, Bradford86, once a 

location much to be desired.  At the time of his death, McLandsborough, whilst not 

wealthy, would certainly be of the affluent middle classes living at a location such as 

this. 

 

Povey87 indicates that McLandsborough was the son of a draper but trained as a civil 

engineer.  He suggests that he moved in 1850 to 23 and 24 Queensgate in Bradford to 

practice as an independent civil engineer.  Povey indicates that he then moved home 

to Belgrave Villas Shipley and in 1867, his office moved to Exchange Buildings, 

Bradford.  He moved in 1883 (just after his retirement88) to Lindum Terrace where he 

died in 1900.  He was a Member of the Institution of Civil Engineers and a Fellow of 

both the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Astronomical Society.  According 

to Povey, McLandsborough visited Haworth in 1861 ‘as a pilgrim to the shrine of 

Charlotte Bronte’ and was surprised to find that it had no railway89.  This certainly 

fits with the circumstances and chronology of the very early of the history of the 

railway, according to the minute books of both the Midland and KWVR companies. 

                                                   
84 Keighley News Saturday 20th April 1867 
85 Ralph O.T. Povey, The History of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway (Haworth n.d.) 
86 Bradford Observer Monday 26th February 1900 P 7 
87 Povey, The History of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway.  No referencing or page numbers.  See 
section entitled ‘Biographical Notes’ 
88 Bradford Observer 26th February 1900 P7 
89 Povey, The History of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway, ‘Introductory section’ 
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There is some contemporary evidence that McLandsborough promoted railways in the 

West Riding; in his obituary in the Bradford Observer it is recorded that 

McLandsborough was ‘instrumental in inducing the Midland Railway to extend their 

line to Otley and Ilkley’90.  This is not upheld in Baughan’s ‘Railways of 

Wharfedale’91 which suggests that McLandsborough tried to interest the Midland in 

such a scheme, only to have the standard rebuff to such idea and be told that if local 

people would build such a line, then the Midland would operate it.  Baughan suggests 

that after this rebuff, McLandsborough dropped from the picture, the idea being taken 

up by others who reached agreement with the MR and promoted a Bill.  However 

much a part McLandsborough had to play, it would be inconceivable that it would not 

have brought him into contact with Matthew William Thompson (later Sir Matthew), 

a Midland director representing West Riding interests, whose home was in the 

immediate vicinity of this proposed railway.   

 

Thus we have McLandsborough, very active in local civil engineering at this time and 

Thompson, active on the Midland.  McLandsborough’s idea to bring a railway to 

Haworth would undoubtedly play to local aspirations.  But one is bound to wonder, 

perhaps a little cynically, if he urged the building of the line so that he could obtain 

good work near to home?  This may be a libel; there is nothing whatever in his 

background to suggest political or commercial machinations of this nature.  But if he 

saw an opportunity, can he be blamed for following it up?  He may have used his 

connections with Thompson to provide a way into the highest echelons of the 

Midland for the remote mid-Pennine mill owners, who then paid for the creation of 

                                                   
90 Bradford Observer Monday 26th February 1900 P7 
91 Baughan The Railways of Wharfedale pp 70-71 
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his idea on the ground.  We know that they were keen to have such a line and enjoy its 

benefits for themselves, their workers and their businesses.  Referring again to the 

opening day banquet speeches92, Sir Issac Holden (the Railway’s Chairman) remarked 

that the railway: 

 

…………was necessary for the development of the various resources of the 
valley.  It was a valley well adapted for the purposes of manufacture (hear 
hear).  However they crowded the hillsides, the pure, bracing, dry and healthy 
air would always give them a healthy working population (hear hear) 

 

He then went on to extol the virtues of the valley’s natural resources and said: 

 

If they were connected by railway with the resources of coal, of the raw 
material and with the markets upon which they depended for success, he had 
no doubt at all that the valley would expand and grow until it became one of 
mass population. 

 

Holden concluded with a wordy assurance that the money invested in the railway 

would not be a bad investment and particularly mentioned the ‘exertions’ of Messrs 

Merrall, James Sugden, Jonathan Craven, Thomas Gregson and Hattersley as being of 

prime importance in bringing the railway to fruition.  What he did not observe was 

that each of these persons, himself included, were either significant landowners or 

mill proprietors with huge amounts to gain from the coming for the railway to their 

valley.  There is no mention whatever of McLandsborough in the record of the 

opening, nor does his obituary say anything other than that he was the engineer of the 

Keighley & Worth Valley Railway93. 

 

                                                   
92 Keighley News 20th April 1867 
93 Bradford Observer 26th February 1900 p 7  
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Whatever McLandsborough’s motives for suggesting the line (if he did), the 

promoters who paid for it were no fools.  They were successful business men from a 

class which had gained its wealth by hard work and experience over two or three 

generations.  They still retained the common touch and would be unlikely to be duped 

by either a civil engineer looking to expand his practice or an avaricious Midland, 

which whilst canny enough to avoid to paying for the line, wanted the traffic that it 

could provide.  Certainly Thompson’s Midland would welcome the business and later, 

as we shall see, would fight to protect it from potential rivals.  So perhaps the genesis 

of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway rests on three legs.  First a genuine wish on 

the part of local businessmen to bring the benefits of a railway to their valley for the 

development of their businesses and to protect them against better placed outsiders as 

regards transport.  This wish was perhaps tempered with the knowledge of the total 

ruin of one of their number through ill-advised railway entrepreneurship, that resulted 

in a reluctance amongst any of them to take the lead in such a project.  Secondly, a 

powerful Midland Railway that would be happy to risk a little money by providing 

equipment (at a cost), legal help and expertise to bring the railway to fruition, but 

which quite openly saw the outcome of its relationship as a take over, whether the 

local company prospered or failed.  Finally, the catalyst that brought these together 

was the appearance on the scene of a relatively local civil engineer, technically well 

qualified to deliver such a railway, with some form of friendly connections with the 

highest ranks of the Midland, who perhaps was looking to develop his own practice.  

Certainly after his unfortunate KWVR episode, McLandsborough keeps well clear of 

railways.  His obituary makes it abundantly clear that he spent the remainder of his 

professional life working on water-works projects94.   

                                                   
94 Bradford Observer 26th February 1900 P7 
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4.2 Defining the Railway 

 

The provisional Board of the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway is listed in the 

appendix.  The names changed, sometimes from meeting to meeting at this early 

stage, so it is difficult to say who was and who was not involved at any given time.  

However, what we do know is that the Holden, Merrall, Craven, Butterfield, 

Greenwood, Feather, Sugden and Hattersley families were involved more or less 

constantly but representation in terms of who attended the meetings did vary 

considerably.  Occasionally business associates can be seen representing individual or 

family interests, rather than a member of the family as such.  The appointment of 

Butterfield’s partner Redman as Secretary appears to be such an instance95.  All these 

families were of the valley business and social elite, although some of the Cravens 

now lived in York.  The others lived in the valley or Keighley and all were mill 

owners of considerable wealth. 

 

The first meeting of interested parties in a railway was called using a notice96 issued 

by Weatherhead and Burr, Solicitors of 1, Scott Street Keighley to be held at the 

Black Bull, Haworth.  We have no indication for who they were acting.  It may have 

been for a group which had already come together with the idea of a railway or it may 

have been McLandsborough on his own initiative or, most likely, a combination of 

these.  In any event, this first meeting was held on 13th September 1861, at the Black 

Bull, Haworth.  According to the circular, the meeting was called for ‘Considering 

and Determining if any (and what) steps shall now be taken to obtain to Haworth and 

                                                   
95 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1 KWVR Board minutes of 9th October 1861, 16th October 1861, 31st October 
1861 and 1st November 1861 give an indication of the ‘interest groups’ and families represented on the 
board and the range of representation of these interests 
96 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1 Copy of Circular calling the first meeting dated Keighley, 28th August 1861 
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the Vale of the Worth the advantages of that Railway communication it so much 

requires’   

 

It is probably significant that at this stage, the route is barely alluded to other than an 

indication of a railway to Haworth and the Worth Valley.  We need to digress here, to 

consider the terminus of the proposed railway.  This became a very important issue 

when it came to the directors finding sufficient capital even to consider building the 

line.  The intended terminus seems to have been Haworth, not Oxenhope, but beyond 

this we do not know precisely where.  Although Haworth was well established as a 

settlement in its own right, it was simply a hill-top village, occupying a position on 

the northern promontory that is the watershed between the Bridgehouse Beck valley 

and that of the Worth, known as Peniston Hill.  The northern most extremity of this is 

now pierced by Mytholmes tunnel on the present Worth Valley Railway.   

 

The remaining settlements in the valley of the Worth and its tributary the Bridgehouse 

Beck were simply the farms, houses around farms or mills or group of farms, to which 

reference was made in the Introduction.  Each of these had its own name, many of 

which are odd sounding to modern ears.  Reference to the maps in the appendix will 

show that the Bridgehouse Beck passes through Oxenhope, whilst the Worth, as 

previously discussed, rises in the hills that form the watershed between West 

Yorkshire and east Lancashire, about equidistant between Keighley and Colne.  At the 

time of the railway’s promotion, Oxenhope was a series of small unconnected 

settlements, under the general name of Oxenhope97, but which did not form any 

settlement known or commonly accepted as such.  The names of these settlements 

                                                   
97 For an excellent review of the complexities of the geography of what became Oxenhope after the 
coming of the Railway, see Kenneth Emsley Historic Haworth Today pp 99-133 
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were Upper Town (around the ‘Bay Horse’ public house) and Lower Town (the area 

around the present Post Office); Near Oxenhope and Far Oxenhope.  Near Oxenhope 

is the collective name for a range of settlements, some no more than farms, some 

hamlets, some a few houses grouped around a mill, but each with its own quite 

distinctive name, all of which took up the whole of the area that is situated between 

Haworth and Oxenhope proper.   

 

The reason for considering these matters is to illustrate the diverse nature of the 

location that is now Oxenhope, as it was in 1861 and to contrast it with Haworth at the 

same time.  Precisely the same situation applied in the upper Worth Valley, which 

was dotted with many such small communities.  A railway coming to serve the area 

had a wide range of options as regards its terminus, although a station to serve 

Haworth was an obvious prerequisite and seems to have been the original intended 

end of the line.  Haworth, on its hilltop, could not have a station in the village proper 

without unacceptable gradients on the line; the station would have to be in either the 

valley of the Worth, probably where the Haworth to Oakworth road crosses the river 

at a point known as Springhead or in the Bridgehouse Beck valley, at a point where 

the Haworth to Bradford turnpike crossed the beck, a location known as Bridgehouse.  

That this latter was the intended terminus is borne out by McLandsborough reporting 

to the Board on 16th October that he had surveyed the ‘extension’ from Bridgehouse 

to Lower Town98 

 

Both these locations were each about three quarters of mile from Haworth church and 

each lent itself as a starting point for an extension.  A line would pass Mytholmes and 

                                                   
98 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1 KWVR Board minute 16th October 1861 
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Providence mills before it reached Springhead, from where it could easily be extended 

past Hollins Mill (A Feather property, but not one of the Oxenhope Feathers (q.v.))99 

through Lumbfoot, past Stanbury and Griffe Mill to terminate at or around Ponden.  

In the case of a Haworth station at Bridgehouse, a extension could simply be built 

towards the point where the roads linking Near and Far Oxenhope crossed the valley, 

with Lower or Upper Town either being natural choices for a terminus. 

 

The reason for considering this matter in such detail is to demonstrate that the 

promoters had commercial interests in both the upper Worth Valley and that of the 

adjoining Bridgehouse Beck; ideally, their railway would have split at Oakworth and 

served both valleys, but the costs were probably prohibitive to do this.  The 

destination of the railway had a significant part to play when it came to attracting 

funds to make it appear a potentially satisfactory investment, both in its own right and 

as a support to grow the businesses of the investors.  To understand the tensions that 

arose from the issue of finance it is necessary to continue to review these matters in 

more detail, before returning to the chronological events that resulted in the railway’s 

formation and why it took the physical shape that it did. 

 

Springhead Mill was owned by the Merrall family, who also owned Ebor Mills100 

(just into the Bridgehouse Beck Valley) and Griffe Mill101 beyond Stanbury.  The 

latter was run by Michael Merrall and his son George, whilst Hartley Merrall, 

Michael’s brother, ran Springhead102.  A fourth brother, Edwin, who features later in 

the railway’s story, had retired by this time.  Mytholmes and Providence mills were 

                                                   
99 Emsley Historic Haworth To-day p 25 
100 Emsley Historic Haworth Today p22 
101 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today p 83 
102 It was and remains very common for valley families to give sons family names from the female line, 
as Christian names.  In this case a Merrall had married a Hartley some years before 
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owned by the Craven, Sugden and Hattersley families103.  The Cravens later 

diversified into civil engineering, using their mill building experience.  They 

originated at Dockroyd, Oakworth, (another of the small valley settlements which 

now forms a distinctive part of Oakworth) but later, although some remained at 

Dockroyd, their wealth enabled them to buy a palatial residence at Bishopthorpe, 

York from where their father Benjamin and his eldest son, Jonathan Nowell Craven 

apparently kept a close eye on their interests in the Worth Valley.  This represents 

briefly, the interests of the chief promoters who had interests in the upper Worth 

Valley.  

 

In the adjoining valley of the Bridgehouse Beck, Bridgehouse Mills were owned by 

the Butterfields (who were related to the Hattersleys) as successors to the family of 

James Greenwood, who was ruined in 1848 by the failure of the Manchester, Hebden 

Bridge and Keighley Junction Railway.  As we have already seen, Woodlands, the 

largest house in the area had been built by this Greenwood and was, in 1861, owned 

and occupied by the mill owner, Richards S. Butterfield J. P.  His junior partner in the 

business was John Ramsden Redman, who lived in the house at Bridge House, 

adjoining the mill104. He subsequently became the first Secretary of the KWVR 

Company105. 

 

The record of the first provisional board meeting106 indicates that the proposed 

railway was to run from Keighley to Haworth, but that ‘its prolongation to Lower 

Town depended upon its survey, and probable traffic and subscriptions’.  This 

                                                   
103 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today p 22 & p 24 
104 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today p 28 
105 PRO, Kew, Rail, 331/1, KWVR Minute Book, 2nd November 1861 
106 PRO, Kew, Rail, 331/1, KWVR Minute Book, 8th October 1861 
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suggests that the idea was for a railway to Haworth and that a survey had been done to 

that point, but no further.  The prolongation to Lower Town indicates that it must 

have already been surveyed via the valley of the Bridgehouse Beck to Haworth in 

which case, the only possible intended terminus was somewhere near to Bridgehouse 

Mills.  Perhaps in the meeting or perhaps before, pressure was brought to extend the 

line to Lower Town.  Those who called the meeting, or at least those who ran it, were 

evidently not prepared for this request for an extension.  Whilst apparently not 

prepared to pay for extending the line to serve mills that belonged to other families 

and potential competitors, they were open to such an extension, if funded by those 

who advocated it.  That this was the viewpoint of all involved is confirmed by their 

reaction to a similar request for a branch to Goose Eye Paper Mill, in the valley of the 

North Beck (A parallel valley to the Worth which joins it just outside Keighley).  

They were told on 16th October 1861 that this would be looked upon favourably if 

they could raise the funds required107 but they obviously failed to have the same 

wealth, persuasion or enterprise of their neighbours at Oxenhope, as on 22nd October 

1861 we read that ‘the parties who had been favourable to it gave it up as impractical 

at the present’108. 

 

It was made quite plain that if it was to be extended to Lower Town, then those 

wishing such an extension must fund it themselves.  The full initial subscription list 

and so far as is known, their places of residence and work is given in the appendices.  

It makes interesting reading in this light, in particular the dates when those 

subscriptions were pledged.  The majority in terms of both amount and numbers came 

after the meeting of 9th October (when the Lower Town parties were told to do their 

                                                   
107 PRO, Kew, Rail, 331/1, KWVR Minute Book, 16th October 1861 
108 PRO, Kew, Rail, 331/1, KWVR Minute Book, 22nd October 1861 
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own fundraising) and before the meeting on 16th October, when the minute book tells 

us that those sureties had been given. 

 

It is notable that of those pledging subscriptions during this seven day period, all had 

commercial interests in or around Lower Town.  The Feathers in particular were (and 

still are) an old established Oxenhope family who owned the large Lower Town 

Mill109.   

 

Within this week, as the minutes of 16th October110 show, not only had funds had been 

promised for the extension, but also that McLandsborough had surveyed such a line.  

There was pressure to take it all the way to Lower Town, but in fact, it was proposed 

to terminate it at the junction of Mill Lane and Weasel Lane.  Lower Town would 

only have favoured the Feathers; the new location (which is where the station was 

actually built and is situated today) served those subscribers from Near Oxenhope, as 

well as those in Lower and Upper Town and beyond in Far Oxenhope and Leeming.  

A road was to be built to connect the station with Lower Town, which is today’s 

Station Road.  This would put Feather’s Mill and the whole of Far Oxenhope in direct 

contact with the station, whilst not giving them any more advantage as a result of 

being on a direct rail line.  A road would be cheaper than the initially proposed 

railway, although looking at it today it was clearly conceived as a railway. 

 

In any event Haworth was to get its railway but the North Beck valley got no railway, 

and Oxenhope got its line through an iteration.  This only happened because a number 

of local businessmen were prepared to pay, so long as that extension did not put any 

                                                   
109 Emsley Historic Haworth Today p 115, 123 & 125 
110 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Minute Book, 16th October 1861 
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of their number at an advantage over any of the others.  That it was not unusual to 

have separate capital accounts for parts of a complete railway is demonstrated by 

Harold Pollins in Reed’s book111. In this case, separate accounts were not 

subsequently maintained, but separate funding was seen to be essential. 

 

That there was no original intention to take the line beyond Haworth is demonstrated 

by the fact that McLandsborough’s first recorded meeting with the provisional Board 

is shown as being on 16th October 1861112, but he is obviously known to all present by 

then, as he is reporting on his survey for the ‘extension’ of the line from Bridgehouse 

(Haworth) to Lower Town (Oxenhope).   

 

I have spent some time on this matter to show that beyond a line to Haworth, the 

promoters did not have a clear vision of their completed railway at this stage.  It took 

the shape that we know now over a period from 13th September to 1st November 1861 

as a result of a series of meetings, fund raising efforts and a significant commercial 

threat made at one potential investor by a group of the others.  This series of events 

worked to clarify the rather vague notion that the line originally seems to have been. 

 

Similarly vague was the Midland’s offer of help.  As previously recounted, this at first 

seemed to be help or payment towards the obtaining of the necessary Act.  In fact, the 

offer of the use of their solicitor can in the event only have been in an advisory 

capacity despite what appears at first sight to be the Midland’s offer to pay for the 

Act.  On 2nd November 1861 the KWVR Board appointed Mr. Carter of Westminster 

                                                   
111 Harold Pollins “Railway Contractors and the Finance of Railway Development in Britain” in M. C. 
Reed (ed.) Railways in the Victorian Economy (Newton Abbot 1969) p 215  
112 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 16th October 1861 
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as its solicitor, in addition to Messrs Weatherhead & Burr as local solicitors to the 

Board113.   

 

So, by the end of October 1861, the route seemed to have been agreed, but the 

extremities only determined as a result of the forces of capital and geography.  But 

then, with things apparently clear, funds did not seem to be coming in as fast as the 

board had hoped.  A major problem was the lack of support from prominent 

businessmen, notably R. S. Butterfield J. P., a member of the original deputation to 

Derby who had attended several of the meetings in the late summer and autumn of 

1861. He owned Bridgehouse Mills and was one of the richest of the valley mill-

owners; it seems that his neighbours presumed that he would subscribe as matter of 

course.  But so far, his support had not apparently extended to the provision of any 

money.  At the Board meeting on 30th October 1861114 there was ‘much discussion 

over Messrs Butterfields declining to be shareholders’.  This reluctance to subscribe is 

understandable.  Having helped with the kick-starting of the scheme and seen that it 

was going to run at least to and now beyond his mill at Bridgehouse, Butterfield took 

a back seat, being prepared to let others do both the work and find the money. The 

rest of his family evidently felt the same. 

 

The reaction of the Board was to threaten the very benefits that Buttterfield desired.  

There was ‘Much discussion respecting the proposed station at Haworth’ and 

‘proposed to take it to Springhead instead of Bridgehouse’.  We do not know who was 

present at this meeting, but the threat to Butterfield was quite explicit.  ‘It was thought 

the scheme must be given up to Haworth and Lower Town, unless the Messrs 
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Butterfield would subscribe’.  Along with this, was a suggestion that the terminus in 

such an event would naturally be at Springhead, rather than Bridgehouse. 

 

We can sense the hands of the Merralls and the Cravens here.  The Merralls owned 

Springhead Mill and the Cravens had a share in both Mytholmes and Providence 

mills.  The Merralls had offered to subscribe £2,500. the Craven’s £5,000 and their 

partners at Providence, the Sugdens115, were the Craven’s partners in many local 

enterprises, having half shares in Providence Mill and an interest subsumed with that 

of the Cravens in Mytholmes Mill.  In total, this is £12,500 out of the total of £36,000 

needed to build the line.  So far, only £16,570 had been promised, none of it from R. 

S. Butterfield.   

 

It is only an assumption, but why, at this point, after a period of frantic activity, 

sometimes meeting daily to give some shape to the vision that they and 

McLandsborough had had, should the Board suddenly start considering changing it?  

The answer can only be that, with Butterfield’s refusal to subscribe, the ‘Worth 

Valley’, as opposed to the ‘Bridgehouse Beck Valley’ and ‘Lower Town’ sources of 

capital were in serious conflict.  The Merralls, Cravens and the Sugdens must have 

asked why they should pay for a railway to Bridgehouse, when Butterfield, one of the 

chief beneficiaries, refused to pay what should be his share?  Especially when most of 

their mills were in the adjoining valley and would not directly be served by the new 

line.  This is quite understandable, as is their suggestion that the line should not go to 

Haworth (Bridgehouse) and Lower Town, but to Haworth (Springhead) and terminate.   

 

                                                   
115 Emsley, Historic Haworth Today pp 21, 24, 32. 33. 37, 42,  46, 81, 136 
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The threat worked.  The following day, 1st November, the board of what had, up until 

now, headed its minutes with the title ‘Keighley & Lower Town Railway’ headed its 

minutes confidently with the rather more euphonious ‘Keighley & Worth Valley 

Railway’116.  This was the day that the Railway was really born.  It was proposed by 

James Sugden (one of five of his family present) and seconded by Michael Merrall 

(one of two present) that  

 

The Promoters of the Proposed Keighley & Worth Valley Railway consider 
that they sufficient capital subscribed to justify them going to parliament for 
the requisite powers to enable them to make the proposed Railway from 
Keighley to Oxenhope and determine that the necessary steps to obtain an act 
be forthwith taken117 

 

The only explanation for such a change of mind in twenty-four hours, is that 

Butterfield must have subscribed, presumably as a result of some arm twisting using 

the threat in the minutes (written by his partner Redman) of 30th October.  Without the 

shareholders’ register, we shall never know how much he subscribed, but it must have 

at least equalled the Merrall investment and may well have equalled the £5,000 (some 

£250,000 at present day prices118) of the Cravens and the Sugdens, so as to buy 

Butterfield at least an equal share of influence. 

 

At this meeting, the Board also decided to set the capital at £36,000 in £10 shares, 

whereas to date, they had set it at that level, but in £5 shares.  This is interesting, as 

they obviously thought that £5 would be more attractive to smaller investors.  In fact 

of the original subscribers, all were in round sums, so the £5 per share was obviously 

                                                   
116 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 1st November 1861 
117 PRO, Kew, RAIL 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 1st November 1861 
118 John J. McCusker, ‘How Much is that Worth To-day?’ Undated, 
[www.eh.net/hmit/ppowerbp/pound], (Accessed on 7th September 2003) 
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not an attraction to the tiny investor, who perhaps was at first expected to come on 

board.  £20 was the smallest value subscribed for at this stage119. 

 

Butterfield now secured, so far as he could, what was probably his considerable 

investment in terms of his personal control over the company.  At the next meeting, 

he became one of the signatories to the petition for the Act, who were120: 

Richard Shackelton Butterfield J. P.  Woodlands Haworth 
Benjamin Craven Bishopthorpe Near York 
John Craven High Thorn House York 
Jonathan Nowell Craven High Thorn House  York 
John Feather Lowertown Oxenhope 

J. B. Greenwood Morton 
Near 
Bingley 

George Oates Greenwood Moor House  Oxenhope 
William Greenwood Old Oxenhope Mill & House Oxenhope 
George Gregson  Bridgehouse Haworth 
James Haggas  Keighley 
Issac Holden Oakworth House Oakworth 
Michael Merrall Law House Haworth 
Edwin Merrall Ebor House Haworth 
J. S. Rawson Rawdon Nr Leeds 
Prince Smith  Keighley 
James Sugden Dockroyd Oakworth 
John Sugden Dockroyd Oakworth 
Robert Newsholme Sugden Vale Mill Oakworth 
James Thomas  Halifax 
Joseph Whittaker Lowertown Oxenhope 

 

When the petition was printed, the following actually signed it121: 

John Craven High Thorn House York 
Jonathan Nowell Craven High Thorn House  York 
John Feather Lowertown Oxenhope 
George Oates Greenwood Moor House  Oxenhope 
William Greenwood  Oxenhope 
George Gregson  Bridgehouse Haworth 
James Haggas  Keighley 
Issac Holden Oakworth House Oakworth 
Michael Merrall Law House Haworth 
Edwin Merrall Ebor House Haworth 
John Pighills   
James Sugden Dockroyd Oakworth 

                                                   
119 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR, Board Minute, 1st November 1861 
120 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 1st November 1861 
121 House of Lords Record Office, London, Journals 6th February 1862 – 13th January 1863 for the 
passage of the Act; Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Act 1862, 25 & 26 Victoria Chapter XC 
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John Sugden Dockroyd Oakworth 
Robert Newsholme Sugden Vale Mill Oakworth 
Jonathan Whitaker Lower Town Oxenhope 

 

So of the twenty who said they would sign, only fifteen actually did so.  It is 

interesting to question why this might be.  Kostal may have the answer122.  The Joint 

Stock Companies Act 1849123 provided special terms for the formation of railway 

companies.  The group of people who formed the company, were ultimately entitled 

to registration as a limited company.  A limited company is a body corporate that can 

sue and be sued, which has an identity wholly independent from the people who are 

its shareholders124, in short it is an artificial person125 and the shareholders can only be 

liable for the sum which they have invested in the company in the event of it going 

into liquidation.  The Joint Stock Companies Act did not extend this protection to 

railway companies, between the time that they were first registered under the Act, (at 

what is now Companies’ House) and the time that the Act was received.  In this 

period, they were entitled to use the company name, open subscription lists, allot 

shares and receive deposits.  Contracts could be made by the officers, but only for 

things ‘required for the establishing of the company’126.  If the shareholders executed 

a memorandum of agreement and provided a list of capital subscribed and proposed to 

be subscribed, then it could apply for a ‘Certificate of Complete Registration’.  With 

this to hand, it could sue and be sued, elect directors and officers and receive capital.  

However, the shareholders remained personally liable, just as if they were partners, 

until the Act was received. 

 

                                                   
122Kostal, Law & English Railway Capitalism p 27 
123 7 & 8 Vict. C 110 S. 4 
124 Salomon v Salomon & Co. Ltd. [1897] A.C. 22; [1895-9] All E.R. Rep. 33 
125 T. G. Reeday The Law Relating to Banking (London, 1980) p 113 
126 Joint Stock Companies Act 1849 7 & 8 Victoria c 110 s 23 



MRSOP2  © David A Pearson 2003 

 57 

Despite his promise to sign and his assumed subscription, Butterfield did not sign the 

petition, nor did several others.  Does this mean that whilst they were prepared to risk 

their funds they wanted, so far as possible, to avoid being a first point of demand in 

case the company became insolvent?  The obvious first call in the event of any 

liability would be the petitioners and the provisional board, so were they were 

avoiding this?  We do not know and never shall.   

 

But we do know that the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway was never registered as a 

limited company by the Registrar of Joint Stock Companies127.  This suggests that the 

board for whatever reason ignored or chose to ignore the requirements of the Joint 

Stock Companies Act.  Having checked at the House of Lords Record office and 

Companies’ House, each confirms that this was not entirely unknown with small 

railway companies, which sometimes just did not know the procedure, or chose to 

ignore it, or were not very good in the administration of their affairs.  There was at 

this time, I am advised by both bodies, no cross referencing mechanism between the 

two so as to ensure that registration took place when a petition was received for an 

Act, so sometimes, it did not.  As we shall see, the whole regulated business of 

railways was a wholly alien venture to the board, totally beyond their experience 

which placed them in the hands of others.  To the greatest extent this was with Mr. 

Carter of Westminster, their parliamentary solicitor, their apparently self appointed 

resident engineer McLandsborough and, yet to come, the contractor, John Metcalfe. 

 

What did happen locally though was that whatever Butterfield had to invest to obtain 

his influence over the route, he rapidly swung into action to protect his money so far 

                                                   
127 A search of the register at Companies’ House has failed to turn up any record of the K&WVR Co. 
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as he could, as regards the management of the company.  It can be seen in the 

appendices that although there appears to have been about £26,645 promised by 1st 

November 1861, this was still about £10,000 short of Crossley and 

McLandsborough’s estimate for the entire cost of building the line128.  From now on, 

Butterfield regularly attended board meetings, until the Act was obtained.  He took an 

active part and had his partner at Bridgehouse Mills, Joseph Redman, appointed as the 

first secretary.  Interestingly, the minutes remain in the same hand after this 

appointment, which suggests that Redman had been in that position from the first 

meeting and that this was a formalisation of an existing arrangement.  Perhaps he was 

Butterfield’s ‘spy in the camp’, which might explain why a response to the threat to 

take the line to Springhead was countered within 24 hours by Butterfield’s agreement 

to invest in the venture.  Again, we shall never know. 

 

Butterfield started to examine the affairs of the company in some detail, asking, for 

example, what the broad offer of the Midland to help with legal matters actually 

meant129.  This and several other similar interventions suggest to me that Butterfield 

started to inject some much needed realism into the affairs of the company; it 

certainly started to move ahead now, towards a common goal on which all involved 

were agreed.  We need to remember that Butterfield’s home, Woodlands, was bought 

from the bankrupt estate of the Greenwood who invested and lost all as a result of 

railway investment in the Manchester, Hebden Bridge & Keighley Junction Railway.  

He doubtless was ensuring that he did not go the same way for the same reasons. 

 

                                                   
128 House of Lords Record Office, Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Deposited Plans 1861, Journal 
151, Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Act 1862 (25 & 26 Victoria, Chapter XC.  Includes a letter 
from John Crossley the consulting engineer dated 21st December 1861, confirming that the line can be 
built for £36,000 
129 PRO, Kew, Rail 33/1, KWVR Board Minute, 8th November 1861 
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Already, on 30th October 1861 George Oates Greenwood, the acting Chairman had 

offered his land for £100 per acre130, which perhaps seems rather precipitate at this 

stage.  One wonders if at least he was keen to raise some cash from his own company 

or whether he wanted some form of influence and control for as little cost as possible?  

He was one of the smaller subscribers, only offering £700, despite owning Old 

Oxenhope Mill with others of his family and living in Moor House, one of the most 

splendid houses in the area after Woodlands131.  He was wealthy by local standards, 

sending his son Henry to Cambridge and the house remained in the family well in to 

the 20th Century, so one wonders quite why he was so keen to sell the land but had so 

little investment in the venture.   

 

All the directors who we have met so far owned land in the upper valley, some had 

only recently bought it and all had to treat with the company for its sale; they all stood 

to make a not inconsiderable sum at the outset from their involvement with the 

railway132.  Simmons notes133 that it was not unusual to pay for land in shares.  There 

is nothing to indicate that this was done in the case of the KWVR.  The Railway 

needed cash and the main source was the group of the directors that we have already 

reviewed as being the main investors.  Cash was needed not only to buy land, but for 

parliamentary expenses, land purchases from others and building costs.  Given the 

difficulties which the Board seemed to have had raising funds, it hardly seems likely 

that they would then spend this by paying themselves for their own land in cash and 

thus frustrating the entire purpose of their enterprise.  Given the general tenor of the 

                                                   
130 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 30th October 1861 
131 Emsley Historic Haworth To-day Bradford, pp 104 - 105  
132 House of Lords Record Office, London, Journals 6th February 1862 – 13th January 1863 for the 
passage of the Act; Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Act 1862, 25 & 26 Victoria Chapter XC with 
supporting prospectus, deposited plans, levels documents etc. 
133 Jack Simmons The Railway in England & Wales 1830-1914 pp 58 - 59 
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minutes, I should not be surprised if, in the event, the directors were the last people to 

be paid for the land that they gave up.  Even then, they may have taken payment in 

debentures, but there is no evidence to suggest that they took any shares in lieu of 

cash for land.. 

 

One piece of evidence supports this hypothesis.  George Oates Greenwood later had a 

serious and on going dispute with the company and seems to have left the board over 

the payment for his land, which was not forthcoming.  This suggests that the directors 

generally did not take money for their land until the railway could afford to pay them; 

Greenwood is the only instance of a director demanding cash and not being prepared 

to countenance giving his own railway any form of credit134. 

 

Despite Butterfield and the continuing machinations of other directors, to some extent 

their naivety as a corporate body shows through.  For example, with the goals clearly 

set, at the meeting on 1st November135 McLandsborough’s design for a Prospectus and 

Form of application for shares is accepted.  This must indicate that he is keen, and 

claiming some experience.  Why otherwise would an engineer do this?  It is not the 

sort of issue in which one would expect an engineer to be involved with.  It looks as if 

he is selling the board almost an off the shelf railway; this perhaps is what they think 

they are buying.  One is also bound to ask if, at this stage, it suggests that he has the 

Board eating out of his hand? 

 

                                                   
134 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minutes from January 1863 onwards for a month by month 
review of the dispute with Greenwood over the price to be paid for his land 
135 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 1st November 1861 



MRSOP2  © David A Pearson 2003 

 61 

When the board eventually discussed McLandsborough and Crossley’s fees136 (as late 

as 15th August 1862) the former was to receive £300 per mile on 5 miles (the length, 

more or less, of the line) and Crossley (as consultant), £85.  In modern terms, this 

means that McLandsborough was to receive about £72,000 for his work much of 

which plainly he had already completed, as part of his probable ‘sales job’ to the 

provisional board.  The KWVR was not a ‘Contractor’s Railway’ in any accepted 

sense of the term, as described by Robbins137.  Neither McLandsborough nor the 

contractor took money in shares nor at this stage did McLandsborough provide any 

finance, indeed quite the opposite as we shall see.  Somehow though, much later, 

McLandsborough did end up owning some shares, but we do not know if this was 

through purchase or in lieu of payment. 

 

McLandsborough as engineer might have been filling a not dissimilar role to that of, 

for example, Sir Morton Peto on the London Chatham and Dover138 but on a much 

smaller scale; yet he certainly did not buy shares to help finance the line, as we shall 

again see later.  Whilst it is obvious that McLandsborough had a greater role to play 

than that of an engineer, he was later censured by the board for not helping with the 

financing of the railway and his general attitude.  This suggests that at the outset, he 

promised in some way to be involved with the funding, but there is no direct evidence 

for this, other than the directors’ accusations in the minute book.  He was certainly not 

one the original subscription list (see appendices).  I think that the KWVR was a form 

of ‘contractor’s railway’, but not in the usual sense.  I suspect, but cannot prove, that 

McLandsborough suggested to the group of local worthies who later formed the 

                                                   
136 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 15th August 1862 
137 Robbins The Railway Age pp 80- 81 
138 Timothy Alborn Conceiving Companies; Joint-stock politics in Victorian England (London 1998) p 
203 and Harold Pollins ‘Railway Contractors and the Finance of Railway Development in Britain’ in 
M.C. Reed (Ed.) Railways in the Victorian Economy pp 212 - 228 
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board, that his experience and (already prepared) plans for a route to Bridgehouse 

would enable him to provide them with a ‘package’ which would deliver the railway; 

the board believed this rather simplistic proposition without much if any question, 

until things started to go wrong.  I do not think that it was any more complicated than 

that.  The detail which causes me to lean to this viewpoint will be considered in 

subsequent chapters. 

 

Reed139 discusses similar issues and highlights the terms ‘lawyers’ and ‘contractors’ 

lines.  The KWVR may been seen as a form of ‘engineer’s line’, (as opposed to a 

contractor’s line) in that McLandsborough appears to have sold the idea of line to 

local notables on the basis of his ability to deliver it in a package, to use a modern 

term.  But the contractor and lawyers appear to have played a wholly passive role in 

terms of its promotion. 

 

                                                   
139 Harold Pollins ‘Railway Contractors and the Finance of Railway Development in Britain’ in M.C. 
Reed (Ed.) Railways in the Victorian Economy p 218 
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5. Making it Happen 

By November 1861, the Board had their goals clear and apparently about two thirds 

of the money promised.  They had an engineer, a means of obtaining an act; the 

Board, personally liable for what they were about to do, had to make something 

happen as quickly as possible if any form of return could be expected on their 

considerable personal investments.  They not only had this to lose, but also their 

unlimited personal liability for the company’s actions to keep in mind; this had ruined 

a previous generation of Greenwoods and they would not want it to happen to them. 

 

The whole of the independent life of the Railway was dominated, as we can see from 

the minute book, by two things.  The first was a shortage of money and the second 

was managing the project that the board has set itself. The board knew about raising 

money; the members had done that a great deal in the past in connection with their 

own businesses, so they undertook a great deal of this on behalf of the railway.  But 

managing the project was left to McLandsborough and all does not work out well. 

 

That they needed more funds is illustrated by their decision to place prospectuses in 

the ‘Leeds Mercury’, ‘Bradford Observer’ and ‘Halifax Guardian’, there being no 

Keighley paper at the time.  This suggests that capital was expected to come from 

regional as much as local sources.  Reed suggests that there is a need to make a 

difference between investment and speculation140.  The investors to date were all 

local, as can be seen from the appendix.  Some lived away from the valley, but all had 

very close business and historical ties to it.  The shares were not quoted on the 

London or any other stock exchange, so trading them would be difficult if not 

                                                   
140 S.A. Broadbridge ‘The Sources of Railway Share Capital’ in M. C. Reed (ed.) Railways in the 
Victorian Economy p 190 
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impossible as there was no ready market.  This suggests that they would only be 

bought by those with a long term interest in the Railway’s future, rather than for 

speculative purposes as Reed puts it as, “Blind Capital seeking its 5per cent”141.  By 

the 1860s investment for this purpose simply did not happen in terms of railway 

investment; speculators avoided railways as a means of a quick return by this date.   

 

Given this, it is not very likely that the board’s efforts to raise funds by advertising 

would attract any significant buyers beyond those in the immediate locality or others 

with local business interests.  It was already well established142 that generally, branch 

lines were not remunerative and that higher rates need to be charged to earn anything 

like an acceptable return.  The KWVR Board, presumably with an eye on rates for 

traffic from their own mills, had already ensured that the rates charged would be the 

same as those on the Midland’s own line143.  So in terms of their railway’s 

profitability, they had already to some extent, shot themselves in the foot.  The benefit 

of the line would come in terms of the enhanced markets, or better profitability for the 

businesses in the valley. 

 

By the Board meeting of 15th November144 the fact that money was not coming in as 

hoped, was demonstrated by the prospectuses again being placed in the press, regret 

that promised subscriptions were not coming in and the Chairman was urged to write 

to those who have promised, to ‘bring them up to the mark’.  Individuals were 

                                                   
141 S.A. Broadbridge ‘The Sources of Railway Share Capital’ in M. C. Reed (ed.) Railways in the 
Victorian Economy p 184 
142 Simmons The Railway in England & Wales 1830-1914 p 58 
143 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/19, Midland Railway Board Minute 6057, 2nd October 1861 referring to 
undated Letter from G. O. Greenwood clarifying the proposed operating agreement 
144 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 15/11/1861 
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targeted, in particular, the Taylors of Stanbury who lived at the Manor House145 and 

several other individuals who seemed like possible buyers.  This selling of shares took 

place in person, by visits from members of the Board which shows that things were 

starting to get a little desperate.  That it was very similar to other lines of this type is 

shown by Robbins146 who recognises that local companies often called on local 

people at public meetings to buy scrip.  Although this particular example is from the 

1840’s, there is no doubt from the minute books of the KWVR that the sale of scrip, 

initially at a public meeting and then by personal invitation took place up until 

February 1863147.  The purchase of scrip was (and still is) the practice of buying a 

certificate, or taking a banker’s receipt, which could be exchanged for shares at a later 

date or sold in the same way as shares; scrip is the right to shares, not the shares 

themselves, the actual certificate is usually only issued when the share becomes fully 

paid.  Payment for scrip is usually made via a series of calls on the scrip holder, the 

practice generally being used for large, capital intensive projects which require a 

steady supply of cash, or as a means of selling shares to existing holders before they 

are offered to the market.  Sale of the Scrip Certificate is a sale of rights to buy shares, 

not the shares themselves and therefore its price tends to reflect the sum that the 

holder has already paid towards the full par value of the shares and as such, they often 

sell at a discount or even a nominal sum.   

 

Whether scrip holders paid upon subsequent calls was another matter, if they did not 

then the shares become forfeit, or the company has a right of action for breach of 

contract against the scrip holder.  In the case of the KWVR, that the ordinary shares 

                                                   
145 K. Emsley Historic Haworth To-day pp 86 -87 
146 Robbins The Railway Age p 80 
147 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minutes September 1861 to April 1863 which enunciate at 
each meeting, the very personal efforts made by the board members to sell scrip 
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did not sell as well had been hoped is reflected in that the last of them were sold at a 

board meeting on 24th April 1863148 to directors J. N. Craven (£1,500), James Sugden 

(£1,000) and Issac Holden (£500).  It would not be the first time that the directors 

would have to assist the company with the resolution of financial problems. 

 

Their earlier efforts to sell a large number shares beyond the board must have worked 

to some extent because by 7th January 1862, they decided to go ahead with the Act 

and made arrangements to pay the deposit required under Standing Orders of 8 per 

cent of the projected cost, which was £2880.  The Act was needed to give compulsory 

purchase and various other powers if required, to the new company.  The KWVR 

thought it would need to buy about 220 properties, many of which in the event were 

never taken.  The petition for the bill had to be placed before Parliament with the 

deposited plans.  These showed who owned what land, which would be needed and 

whether the owners and tenants agreed to the purchase and the bill.  In the case of the 

KWVR, there was virtually no opposition149.  This is hardly surprising, as most of the 

land was either owned by persons of very little consequence, it was of little value or 

use, or was owned by the board of directors or shareholders.  The plans show quite a 

number of dissenters to the bill, but the vast majority either “assent” or are “neuter”.  

Only one dissenter objected formally and he was one of the few people in the valley 

who probably had the means formally to oppose the Act in Parliament.  This objection 

came from John Clough150.  Clough owned Grove Mill at what was then known as 

Paper Mill Bridge and is now known as Ingrow.  His property occupied a vital point 

on the route, where it passed under the Keighley – Halifax turnpike; of all the people 

                                                   
148 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minutes, 24th April 1863 
149 House of Lords Record Office, London, Journals 6th February 1862 – 13th January 1863 for the 
passage of the Act; Keighley & Worth Valley Railway Act 1862, 25 & 26 Victoria Chapter XC with 
supporting prospectus, deposited plans, levels documents etc. 
150 See deposited plans (149 above) 



MRSOP2  © David A Pearson 2003 

 67 

who could have opposed the route, he was the one that could cause the most trouble.  

He was probably of similar wealth to the directors and a commercial competitor.  His 

objection seems to have been simply that he did not want the line on his property151.  

The only point on which he actually tried to get the Bill thrown out was the raising of 

the turnpike by two feet.  Because of this, Lord Churston stopped the bill152 pending a 

report from Colonel Yolland, which indicated that there was no real problem and that 

the objection be turned down153.  Knowing the site, it seems that Clough was looking 

for something, anything, to prevent the line coming through this vital location.  As a 

rival mill owner, his objection, although perhaps short sighted is understandable as the 

line would put his competitors further up the valley on an equal footing with his 

enterprise.  He had briefed counsel and a contested bill could be massively 

expensive154.  The KWVR had been lucky and saved from what might have been a 

considerable expense, but its difficulties from Clough were far from over.  The Act 

passed unopposed on 30th June 1862. 

 

The choice of contractor is an interesting one.  Ten tenders were received, ranging in 

price from £20,641 to £28,323.  The winner was John Metcalfe of Bradford, at 

£21,940, the second cheapest.  Whether this was on the advice of McLandsborough or 

not, we do not know but he does not seem to have been present, sealed bids having 

been opened in the meeting155; this of course suggests that there was no issue with 

McLandsborough having any hand in the granting of the contract.  However, it is 

inconceivable that he did not know an engineering contractor trading from the same 

town in which he worked. 

                                                   
151 House of Lords Journal 22/5/1862 p 235 
152 HOL Journal 22/5/1862 p 235 
153 HOL Journal 2/6/1862 p 262 
154 Kostal Law and English Railway Capitalism 1825 – 1875 pp 115 & 127 
155 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, January 19th 1864 
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6. Trying to Control it 

Once the land had been bought, or at least taken over prior to a purchase price being 

agreed, the board was in the hands of contractor, McLandsborough and the lawyers.  

Much of the land eventually cost far more than the Board had anticipated.  That the 

board saw a need to have some form of control over both of them is shown when it 

appointed Jonathan N. Craven to oversee the work, a role which he accepted with 

great reluctance156.  This reflects exactly on the contemporary comments of Walter 

Bagehot, who observes157 in his ‘English Constitution’ of 1866, that railway 

capitalists need the services of specialist managers if their enterprises are to succeed.  

The problem of controlling contractors and the engineers was obviously not unique to 

the KWVR but in its case, it chose one of its own board to manage the issues 

involved.  Presumably J. N. Craven was chosen as a result of his experience in the 

family contracting business mentioned before. 

 

From now on, the story of the Railway changes from one of a struggle to be born, 

then to define itself, into a struggle with landowners, contractors and neighbours.  The 

first of several on going disputes with those from whom the Railway was buying land 

was well under way by December 1864.  The first dispute was with G. O. Greenwood, 

one time Chairman of the Railway who we know from the minutes was now on 

overseas business.  He offered land at £100 per acre; as he sought £1,500 there must 

be 15 acres involved.  The Railway offered first £1250, then £1350158 but the mater 

took years to resolve. 

 

                                                   
156 PRO, Kew, Rail 33/1, KWVR Board Minute, 23rd December 1864 
157 Jack Simmons Railways: An Anthology (London 1991) p 153 
158 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 23rd December 1864 
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The cost of building the physical works of the railway does not seem to have gone 

much beyond that which Metcalfe first tendered.  There were some large additional 

costs in connection with Ingrow Tunnel which collapsed, storm damage and extra 

works in connection with the damage caused through the chapel collapse (q.v.) but 

beyond these, the minutes give no indication at all that the contract price as such was 

exceeded.  This is remarkable given most railway building experiences159. By 

contrast, the directors did seem to have many difficulties with lawyers and their costs, 

compensation for neighbours, the price of land and the slow way in which both the 

contractor and engineer progress the building of the line. 

 

However, their activities had a profound effect on the railway’s development.  Whilst 

Metcalfe physically delivered what he promised, it took much longer than anticipated 

and it is plain from the tenor of the Board minutes from 1865 onwards that the blame 

for this so far as the Board is concerned, fell entirely on him and McLandsborough.  

Similarly, although Carter’s (the London solicitor) role was expected to be complete 

once the Act had been obtained, in fact the railway’s need to keep going back to the 

Board of Trade for permission to raise more funds resulted in his bills escalating 

alarmingly.  Whilst there was no other act of parliament involved, Board of Trade 

certificates for preference shares and debenture stock all seem to have absorbed 

inordinate amounts of the railway’s initial £36,000160.  As we have seen, building 

costs were just over £21,000 so this left only £15,000 for land and all other costs.  

Even if Greenwood’s offer of £100 per acre was reasonable (which the Board did not 

consider it to be) there was little margin for anything that might go wrong.   

 

                                                   
159 Seymour Broadbridge Studies in Railway Expansion (Guildford & London 1970), pp 9- 10 
160 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 28th May 1869 
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The directors were not generally inexperienced in business but they were so in 

relation to railways.  What they had set in train, now proceeded to take over their 

abilities to manage it.  Kostal notes this161 specifically in relation to relationships of 

railway boards and lawyers.  Certainly the KWVR Board required its lawyers in 

London and Keighley to undertake a wide range of work and was either surprised or 

shocked when they presented substantial accounts for their work.  Carter was 

eventually dismissed by the company in 1867, but arguments were still going on 

about his bills in 1869162 and their resolution was costing money, as they were being 

attended to by his successor, Heggarty.  As Kostal observes, the job of managing  a 

railway tested the limits of the most broadly experienced mid-Victorian managers.   

The KWVR Board, despite their local experiences, had little such to draw on beyond 

the world of textiles.  The Chairman, by now Sir Issac Holden, had wide business 

experience but it centred upon textiles in Bradford; the only real wider experience 

rested with the Cravens, who lived fifty miles away in York and would have difficulty 

in keeping a managerial eye on progress, in addition to attending to their other 

business affairs163. 

 

By March 1865 money must have been tight, as the board sought repayment of the 

parliamentary deposit, to help cash flow,164 running up more fees with Carter in the 

process.  This was seriously aggravated by the collapse of the Wesley Place Methodist 

Chapel into Ingrow Tunnel in June 1865165.  By now, the Board must have been 

wishing that it had never got involved.  The Chairman was also chairman of the 

chapel trustees and the building itself was a new one, he having laid the foundation 

                                                   
161 Kostal Law and English Railway Capitalism 1825 – 1875 pp 350 - 351 
162 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 28th May 1869 
163 Kenneth Emsley Historic Haworth To-day pp 20 -21 
164 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 7th March 1865 
165 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 2nd June 1865 
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stone only 18 months before.  Although over the next couple of years, the Board tried 

all possible arguments, the matter went to arbitration.  This also happened with John 

Clough’s land at Ingrow166.  He plainly was in no mood to settle with the railway.   

 

A whole series of board meetings167 for a period of several years were dominated by 

the joint issues of the Clough settlement, the Chapel and raising more money.  The 

earlier meetings have an additional theme, the considerable cost of land.  Although 

the company had access to all the land that it required, settlement (which usually had 

interest added for the settlement period) was a long time coming and several cases 

went to arbitration or a jury.  These were expensive processes in themselves168, let 

alone any resultant settlements.  That the company was prepared to go to this length in 

the case of Clough suggests that he was, in Kostal’s words, indulging in ‘Speculative 

non-compliance with their reasonable offer169’ and that as such, the Board would 

probably win.  They did not in either case.  The costs were considerable and 

settlement of just these two cases took another unbudgeted sum of almost £7,000.  In 

addition there were unspecified London and local legal fees which one director 

described as ‘extortionate’. 

 

Having used all the authorised capital, the directors had to raise additional sums.  By 

the time that the line was taken over by the Midland they had raised £60,000 by way 

of debenture stock, the original £36,000 in preference shares plus £34,000 in 

                                                   
166 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minutes January 1863 onwards for the developing story of 
the dispute with Clough.  This is a constant theme at virtually every board meeting after this date and 
did not end until the Midland paid off the KWVR debts at the time of the lease in 1881 
167 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board minutes 4th July 1865 onwards as the costs of this dispute 
begin to emerge 
168 Kostal Law & English Railway Capitalism 1825 – 1875 pp 169 – 70.  See also Jack Simmons The 
Railway in Town and Country (Newton Abbot 1986) pp 304 - 308 
169 Kostal Law & English Railway Capitalism 1825 – 1875 p 170 
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preference shares.  This was not unusual170 but the sources for such funds were few.  

(The dates (so far as these are available) for the various issues of KWVR shares and 

stocks can be found in a separate appendix).  The Board minutes are confused at 

certain points as to which of the several issues they refer to when discussing the 

capital structure of the company.  They use the terms stocks and shares 

indiscriminately which causes further confusion.  Reconstruction of the final position 

has only been possible by using the documentation to be found in the Midland 

Railway records relating to stock consolidation at the Public Record Office171 

 

In common with most railways in the 1860s, the Board had trouble selling the 

ordinary shares, so they had no choice but to resort first to debenture stock and very 

quickly to Preference shares.  As Reed notes172 even Sir Richard Moon and the 

LNWR, a prosperous business, had found it difficult to raise money with ordinary 

shares, having had to resort to preference shares, which subordinate the rights of 

ordinary shareholders.  In having to do this, the KWVR was, hardly surprisingly, no 

different173.  Indeed, what is surprising and indicative of the high level of local 

support is that the KWVR had never had to use preference shares until now.  The 

need to raise more funds came entirely from the high cost of land, compensation, legal 

fees and extra work beyond that originally envisaged in the contractor’s brief.   

 

Robbins tells us174 that in the second half of the 19th century returns in the region of 

4per cent – 6per cent were usual with larger railway shares (the Midland was paying 
                                                   
170 Robbins The Railway Age p 81 
171 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/366 Part 1, Notice of Consolidation of Stock to the proprietors of the Keighley 
& Worth Valley Railway, 28th December 1885 and Midland Railway Additional Powers Act 1881 44 
& 45 Victoria Chapter cli 
172 Harold Pollins ‘Railway Contractors and the Finance of Railway Development in Britain’ in M.C. 
Reed (Ed.) Railways in the Victorian Economy pp 215 -216 
173 Simmons The Railway in England & Wales: The System and its Working pp 58 -59 
174 Robbins The Railway Age pp 82 -82 
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6per cent at this time).  The KWVR by issuing more shares was reducing the likely 

return per share before it opened; it was hardly likely to approach the Midland’s level 

of return so non-guaranteed ordinaries were not going to be very attractive.  

Broadbridge175 explains in detail the relative attractiveness of ordinaries and 

preference shares, going on to contrast these with loan stock secured by way of 

debenture; at least the latter provided a guaranteed income plus security. 

 

That there was difficulty in raising this additional capital is confirmed by the regular 

advertisements in the local and regional press.  In October 1866176 the Board even 

started formally to hound McLandsborough to take 25 shares that they alleged he had 

promised to take at the outset (he was not on the list of subscribers).  He refused, 

although he did attend to vote on the decision to sell the line to the Midland, so he 

must have had some holdings by then.  His refusal to buy these and his apparent 

inability to move the contractor to better progress resulted in the Board passing a 

‘motion of contempt for him’ on 29th May 1866177.  This strengthens my suggestion 

that he was filling rather more than the role of just an engineer who could have been 

dismissed.  Alternatively, perhaps the board were genuinely concerned that he knew 

more about the undertaking in a technical sense than anyone and did not wish to add 

to their troubles by dismissing him.  This would have required them to bring in a new 

engineer who did not have McLandsborough’s background and understanding of the 

railway’s business.  So perhaps they were just being pragmatic. 

 

                                                   
175 Broadbridge Studies in Railway Expansion pp 64 - 74 
176 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 15th October 1866 
177 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 29th May 1866 
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At least, by 26th May 1868178 the directors were able to add to their regular newspaper 

advertisement for debenture money, that the interest is more than covered by the 

income from the traffic (the line had opened on 1st April 1867).  This would be little 

consolation for the shareholders, who so far had received nothing on their 

investments.  This did not prevent, on 16th December 1868, the whole board buying 

£18,000 of un-issued preference shares for cash.  This was in return for the Bradford 

District Bank releasing them from a guarantee for the company’s overdraft.  Issac 

Holden alone took £4,000, whilst the Cravens and Sugdens combined now owned 

well over half of the railway.  R. S. Butterfield’s name is noticeably absent, as he had 

ceased to be a director some time before this.  We do not know when the guarantee 

was given, but I am bound to wonder if he ceased to be a director to avoid the 

contingent liability that the directors’ guarantee would represent.  At the same 

meeting, J. N. Craven resigned his unenviable role as Managing Director and handed 

over to Edwin Hattersley, a long standing member of the Board179. 

 

Financial arrangements with engineers and contractors are covered well in Reed180 

and it comes as no surprise to see that the KWVR board used the delay in the line’s 

opening to invoke a retention clause against Metcalfe, when he finally completed the 

line.  They asked for £6,180 (309 days at £20 per day) in cash, about 29 per cent of 

the tender price. To pay this may have caused a small contractor such as Metcalfe to 

become insolvent; plenty of others did for this reason as Reed points out.  Eventually, 

                                                   
178 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 26th May 1868 
179 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 18th December 1868 
180 Harold Pollins ‘Railway Contractors and the Finance of Railway Development in Britain’ in M.C. 
Reed (Ed.) Railways in the Victorian Economy pp 212 - 228 
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the company had to be much more reasonable and settle for £3,750 paid to the 

company in cash on 27th November 1872, five years after he completed the line181. 

 

At the half yearly meeting in March, 1868, the shareholders started to vote themselves 

a dividend on the preference shares, but deferred payment.  Preference shares are 

usually cumulative, that is to say, they do not have to be paid annually, despite the so 

called guarantee.  This is only good in that the guarantee relates to the holders 

receiving payment before the ordinary shareholders; if there is no money to pay the 

coupon (i.e. indicated rate of return) then no-one gets anything.  On the other hand, it 

is usually possible for the return (the dividend) if not paid, to be declared and then 

accumulated until such time as it can be paid, or until the holders sue for their money 

as a result of it being declared but not paid.  Many companies to this day declare 

preference dividends but do not pay them, preferring to carry them forward until they 

can be paid, or until the company is bought out and the declared but unpaid dividends 

form part form the company’s debts.  The fact that the KWVR started to indulge in 

this practice coincidentally with the huge purchase of preference shares by the board 

perhaps suggests the start of some window dressing of the accounts, in readiness for 

either the company’s collapse, in which case the holders will at least be unsecured 

creditors, or ready for a sale to an interested party.  This declaration of dividend 

occurred annually from now until the Midland lease was complete182. 

 

McLandsborough was finally dismissed by the Board with a hint that he was in league 

with Metcalfe on July 5th 1870183 when writs were issued against both of them; 

Metcalfe’s was for misrepresentation and McLandsborough’s for negligence.  Apart 
                                                   
181 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 27th November 1872 
182 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Half Yearly Shareholders Meeting Minutes, March 1868 onwards 
183 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, July 5th 1870 
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from the settlement with Metcalfe two years later, this is the last time that we hear of 

the man who built the line and the last time that we ever hear of McLandsborough; a 

sad departure for the man who may have instigated the Keighley & Worth Valley 

Railway.  Evidently he had not given satisfaction. 
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7. Salvation 

 

By now, the Board had probably had its fill of railways.  Their involvement had cost 

each of them a fortune and there was still no return on their capital, but at least their 

businesses were served by decent modern transport.  Salvation appeared on the 

horizon on 3rd October 1873184 in the unlikely shape of the Great Northern Railway.  

An approach had been received from the GNR, ‘Respecting their joining the Keighley 

& Worth Valley Railway’.  This approach may have been a wish physically to use the 

line to gain access to Keighley as part of the new network of routes from Halifax and 

Bradford, or it may have been a suggestion of purchase by the GNR which would then 

use the route between Keighley and Ingrow for such access.  I am unable to find the 

primary source of the GNR minute in relation to the matter, but Wrottesley185 

mentions a GNR wish to purchase the KWVR as late as 1881, quoting the GNR 

Board as noting that the ‘difficulties were insurmountable’.  This was because by 

then, the Midland had all but secured the line by a form of lease.  But it seems that 

something was stirring the GNR in October 1873 eight years before this, when it was 

first planning its Keighley extension186.   

 

On November 12th 1873, substance is further given to an apparent growing 

relationship between the GNR and the KWVR, when the London solicitor is asked his 

opinion if it is ‘necessary to go to Parliament to give another company power to run 

                                                   
184 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1 KWVR Board Minute, 3rd October 1873 (it is dated 1870 in the book, but the 
book is bound, it is in correct date order otherwise and the other minutes plainly refer to events current 
in 1873; the year must be a mistake) 
185 John Wrottesley The Great Northern Railway (3 vols. London 1979) vol. 2 Expansion and 
Competition p 141  
186 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 3rd October 1873 
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over the KWVR and if there is time to go to Parliament this session’187.  Any railway 

that needed access to Keighley from the Worth Valley (and the GNR line was to run 

down the opposite side of the valley, from a point roughly half way between Damems 

and Oakworth stations) would have to come in at least close proximity to the KWVR.  

Between Ingrow and Keighley, the KWVR had a ready made route, indeed the only 

possible route, into the town.  The GNR needed either control of the KWV or friendly 

relations with it if its line to Keighley was to be possible.  Potentially, Keighley was 

rich prize, with its engineering factories and mills; it was the northernmost West 

Yorkshire manufacturing town and already had considerable passenger traffic to and 

from Bradford.  The new line would threaten all the traffic currently using the KWVR 

to feed into the Midland from Ingrow.  Haworth would be served by a station (never 

built in the event) at Lees and competition for the traffic from the valleys of the upper 

Worth and Bridgehouse Beck would be serious through the provision of a station at 

Cullingworth.  The potential of this competition is easily demonstrated by consulting 

the collection of copy letters found in the roof of Oxenhope station few years ago188.  

This demonstrates, by a chance survival of a random example, that there was a traffic 

from Peterborough to Oxenhope (in carrots as it happens) but that the customer 

already used the GNR to Shipley and the MR only from there to Oxenhope.  Even 

then he was seeking a reduction in rates.  Soon after this time, the customer would 

easily be able to obtain his carrots by using Cullingworth station on the GNR, which 

was almost as near to his premises as Oxenhope station and use the GNR route 

throughout.  Only a short road journey would be required from Cullingworth, which 

was in any case needed to get to his shop from Oxenhope station. 

 
                                                   
187 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 12th November 1873 
188 These records are in the private collection of W. N. Bennett (M.A. Cantab) some time stationmaster 
of Oxenhope 
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Already, on 11th February 1873 the Board had first discussed a sale to the Midland, by 

the MR taking over the debentures and guaranteeing dividends on the ordinary and 

preference shares.  The board had used this opportunity to raise the question of a sale, 

as its price for agreeing to oppose the Great Northern backed Halifax, Thornton and 

Keighley Railway bill in support of the Midland189. So a picture perhaps starts to 

build up of the struggling KWVR using the GNR Keighley extension as a means by 

which to get the Midland finally to bail it out of its financial difficulties. 

 

A scheme of arrangement was filed with the Court of Chancery on 18th April 1874190 

hich evidently was acceptable.  This is strange, as the usual reason for filing such a 

deed would be due to insolvency.  In fact, the application is to obtain court approval 

to have all the previous debentures paid off (£50,000) and replaced with a new issue 

of £60,000.  If the company was insolvent, it is difficult to see that the Court would 

agree to yet more borrowing and I wonder if this is the disguised start of the sale 

process to the Midland.   

 

Who bought these, we shall never know, but it is possible that with a sale in prospect 

to one of two competing bidders, the directors bought them, to put themselves in an 

advantageous position when these were paid off by the buyer, or their interest 

guaranteed.  It certainly seems strange that this happened so soon after the GNR 

approaches.  It is also strange that we learn that a sum of £2228 was carried forward at 

the same meeting as the balance on the revenue account.  This must mean that there 

was some positive cash flow so the railway was not trading insolvently.  The real 

problem seems to have been one of too much of capital, in particular debentures.  

                                                   
189 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 11th February 1873 
190 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 18th April 1874 
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These had the first call on any surplus income, depriving the shareholders of their 

dividends.  Being overburdened with capital was not unusual, as Broadbridge 

illustrates191 and often, this was to finance unexpected capital expenditure which is 

precisely the case with the KWVR.  That expenditure as we have seen was almost 

entirely connected with land and its acquisition, rather than an under-estimate of the 

building costs.  The actual operation of the line seems to have been running at a 

modest profit to the KWVR and we can only presume that the Midland was happy 

with the traffic which it contributed to the main line at Keighley.   

 

I do not therefore think that the Railway was struggling in the accepted sense of the 

term.  It was not paying anything to its owners as dividends, but it could have done, 

had it not been for the debenture interest. Their other business interests were 

benefiting from the line in any case, despite their considerable investment effectively 

being dead money so far as the railway was concerned.  Whilst on paper, the company 

may have been insolvent in the sense that debts exceeded assets, this does not mean 

that it was trading insolvently.  On a day to day basis, its activities were profitable and 

contributed to a positive cash flow.  I suspect, but cannot prove, that most of what the 

company owed, it owed to the Board and major shareholders.  This is very different 

from owing it outside the company.  If this hypothesis is correct then the major 

creditors would have much to gain from a sale to the Midland and from biding their 

time to await such a sale on advantageous terms.  The threat of the GNR purchase 

almost certainly was the catalyst for the Midland to make an offer of such terms. 

Although this cannot be proved, circumstantially, this seems to be what happened. 

 

                                                   
191 Broadbridge Studies in Railway Expansion pp 101, 102, 104, 106 and 109 -111 
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A formal approach was made to the Midland by the KWVR when at the Midland 

Board meeting on 18th June 1876192, a letter was drafted, suggesting terms for a sale.  

This was an offer from the Midland of repayment of the then-existing debentures of 

£50,000 and a guarantee of 3.5per cent on the share capital of £70,000.  There is no 

mention of this in the KWVR minute book.  However, by 7th April 1877, discretion in 

the sale of the Railway is given by the board to a new director, Alfred Illingworth, 

was told to proceed as he thinks best193.  At the same meeting, the sum carried 

forward on revenue account had grown to £5,769-2s-4d; the equivalent of a 9.6 per 

cent dividend on the share capital, which was 2.5 times the prevailing bank rate194 yet 

it was still not paid to the shareholders.  The directors were plainly up to something, 

possibly window dressing the accounts, perhaps in readiness for a competitive sale to 

the MR or the GNR. 

 

On 28th September 1877195, the company gave six months notice to the debenture 

holders that they were to be paid off.  This was achieved by the Chairman, Sir Issac 

Holden, taking an assignment of the whole debt.  Holden lived at Oakworth Hall, 

Oakworth; a massive new house, rivalled only by the Butterfields’ colossal Cliffe 

Castle in Keighley.  He was one of the foremost mill owners in Bradford (as such, he 

would know Alfred Illingworth well; he was similarly placed and a future mayor of 

Bradford) and probably quite able to pay off personally such a level of debt.  The 

Board indicates that this was done ‘In order to put the Company in a better position to 

treat with the Midland Company’196 

 

                                                   
192 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/23, MR Board Minute 1225, 4th October 1876 
193 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 7th April 1877 
194 Broadbridge Studies in Railway Expansion p 107 
195 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 28th September 1877 
196 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 28th September 1877 
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Whether by this stage some tentative agreement had been reached we do not know, 

but it looks as if something reasonably certain was in the air; otherwise it is unlikely 

that Holden would have risked so much personal capital.  Presumably the Midland 

saw that if they did not buy (or take control of) the line the GNR would, with the 

resultant loss to the MR of all the valley traffic. 

 

From the half yearly meetings, it is evident that a sum of about £1,000 every six 

months was added to the revenue account and carried forward.  This means that the 

line was actually making about £2,000 per year, the equivalent of about a 3.5 per cent 

return on the share capital and quite in line with what Broadbridge (above) suggests is 

acceptable at this time of the century, from a smaller company. 

 

The KWVR position was further strengthened when, on 15th January 1880197, there 

was a formal approach from the GNR to the board, to buy the line, or to obtain 

running powers if this should fail.  The KWVR opposed this move which can only 

mean that by now, behind the scenes, a good deal with the Midland was virtually 

complete.  This is confirmed by the first real mention of any substance in the MR 

records of an intention to buy the line when, on 26th May 1880198 the MR Board 

resolved that its Parliamentary Committee should buy the KWVR on the best possible 

terms. 

 

And then on 7th July 1880, referring to the above, Matthew Thompson as Chairman of 

the MR, reported that he had had arranged the terms of purchase of the KWVR line 

by taking over the debenture stock and debts, not exceeding £60,000 and through the 

                                                   
197 PRO, Kew, Rail 331/1, KWVR Board Minute, 15th January 1880 
198 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/24, MR Board Minute 2405 26th May 1880 
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provision of a guarantee of 6 per cent on the preference and ordinary capital of the 

company which amounted to £70,000. 

 

The entrepreneurs of the Worth Valley, many of whom had been involved from the 

start, were saved.  In fact, we know from the House of Lords Record Office files199 

that not only were these terms met, but that all debts were repaid, in addition to the 

debentures and rent of £4,200 per year that was to be paid for the use of the line by 

the Midland.  The debts of course also included the unpaid preference dividends back 

to 1870, when they were first declared much of which we are certain were owed to the 

board, as they had bought so many of the shares when issued to replace the bank 

guarantee. 

 

But there was better to come. 

 

The local company continued to take its rent and guaranteed dividends until the 

shareholders received a notice from the Midland in December 1885 that it wished to 

consolidate its arrangements with small companies and its range of stocks200.  It 

offered to buy-out the local interests entirely.  They received a princely price.  For 

every £100 of share capital in the KWVR (regardless of class) £150 of ‘Midland Rent 

Charge Stock’ (not secured by debenture, but carrying a Midland guarantee of 4per 

cent interest p.a.) would be issued at par.  Although this gave the same return to the 

shareholders as the previous guarantee, it also meant that if they wished, holders 

could sell their first class railway paper for the par value of their original investment, 

plus 50 per cent or keep it and retain a guaranteed income.  Issued at 100 [i.e.£1 par 

                                                   
199 HOL Midland Railway (Additional Powers) Act1881 44 & 45 Victoria Chapter cli 
200 PRO, Kew, Rail 491/366 Part 1, MR Consolidation of Stocks 1843 - 1921 



MRSOP2  © David A Pearson 2003 

 84 

per unit] in January 1886, as examples of the value the local, regional and national 

markets placed on Midland Rent Charge Stock, by August 1886, this was selling at 

varying figures between 117.25 and 115.25, over the month201.  The KWVR investors 

therefore not only got there money back plus 50%, but as the paper which replaced it 

was trading at a premium, they could choose to sell this as an additional profit rather 

than take their guaranteed income.  This of course was due to the fact that Midland 

paper was traded on the exchanges, whereas KWVR paper was not.  This offer should 

be contrasted with the other companies dealt with at the same time and made in the 

same notice as that issued to the KWVR holders previously mentioned and referenced 

above.  The Hereford Hay & Brecon shareholders received £1 MR Stock for their £1 

shares whilst the Stonehouse and Nailsworth received £15 for every £20 and the 

Evesham and Redditch £87.10.00 for every £100. 

 

The KWVR debenture holders had always been paid their interest, so they did not 

lose at all.  The shareholders had not received a penny from 1861 until 1881.  A rough 

calculation shows that had they received 6 per cent (a large sum for a small company) 

per year for twenty years, they would have received about £4,200 p.a. for twenty 

years, a total of £84,000, but with little prospect of ever being able to sell the shares as 

there was no ready market.  The buy out gave them their money back plus 50 per cent, 

a total bonus of £35,000.  This is the equivalent of an annual return on their 

investment of 50 per cent over twenty years, or 2.5 per cent p.a.  In addition, at the 

time of the lease the MR paid off the KWVR debts, which included the preference 

dividends declared but not paid, since 1870.   

 

                                                   
201 Bradford Observer, Yorkshire Post and Financial Times share prices, surveyed through August 
1886 
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Admittedly, as an investment over the period 1862 to 1881, the share and debenture 

holders could have done better elsewhere, but not all that much better, about 5 per 

cent being the generally acceptable rate over this period202.  But the principal 

shareholders had had the benefit of their railway to assist their businesses, which must 

surely have benefited them collectively if not individually by more than the shortfall.  

Apply the 150% buy out terms and the premium of the MR Rent Charge stock and the 

KWVR was actually a very good investment but at the time, this could only be seen in 

retrospect. 

                                                   
202 Broadbridge Studies in Railway Expansion (Guildford and London 1970) p 106 
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8.  Conclusion 

 

So how did Haworth get its railway?   

 

It got it first of all, through the joint efforts, differently motivated of three main 

sources.  The existing aspirations of the local business community and the canny 

positioning of the Midland which kept a whether eye on the activities of the company 

at all times, using its significant resources to ensure that the local company’s 

ostensible independence was not actually overstepped into independent action.  

Without a railway or the prospect of one, these two forces were passive.  What those 

forces required to bring about a railway was the impetus given by McLandsborough’s 

evident production of an ‘off the shelf railway’ which required only money and 

expertise to bring it to fruition. 

 

The local people who funded the line were to some extent naive enough to expect that 

they would get what was promised, both in terms of the physical delivery and in the 

time scale  

 

In all of this, there is nothing really to suggest that the KWVR was any different from 

many other local lines built at the same time.  The engineer to some degree seems to 

have filled the role of the contractor in terms of the concept of the ‘contractors’ lines’ 

that were built around this period.  In the case of the KWVR however, the engineer 

did not provide anything more than a vision, good connections with the main-line 

company and expertise, but he was, evidently, a good salesman.  His plans for the line 

to Haworth must have been prepared before the decision to build the line was taken in 
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September 1861.  Whether he prepared these in collusion with local interests, or 

whether he did them speculatively we do not know.  There does not appear ever to 

have been any question of anyone else acting as engineer and the company’s failure to 

dismiss him when they were dissatisfied suggests that he had rather more hold over 

the project than might be expected from most people in such a role.  But how this 

influence came about and how it was retained and exercised, we can only speculate. 

 

The company’s problems with raising cash reflect those of other similar companies at 

this time.  The initial funding came in relatively easily, but then dried up.  The money 

seems to have come entirely from local sources, which was only to be expected at a 

time when nationally, investors had ceased to buy railway shares for speculative 

purposes; despite this, the board seems to have expected it to come from further a-

field.  The only likely source of capital was from those who lived locally or whose 

business would benefit; the list of subscribers fits this scenario entirely.  Similarly, 

when it came to raising additional finance, there was no-one who could rely upon the 

company to pay a dividend or interest other than those who already had a stake in it.  I 

suspect that some of the debentures may have been sold other than locally, otherwise 

why would it have been necessary to give notice that the holders were to be repaid 

when Sir Issac Holden bought all the new issue in that year, to replace the existing 

£50,000 of debentures?  But by then the railway was established and its capacity to 

pay interest on borrowings evidently confirmed, so lending it money at a guaranteed 

rate of interest (not to be confused with a guaranteed preference dividend, which was 

another matter as we have seen) was nowhere near such a risk as it would have been 

before the railway opened in 1867. 
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That the railway cost about the estimated sum to build is unusual.  But there again, 

there was only five miles of railway to construct and therefore not a great deal of 

opportunity for getting the calculations wrong as regards the actual work required.  

The cost of land, of arbitration, compensation and consequent legal costs however 

were much beyond what was already a very meagre margin, over the actual building 

costs.  It was probably inevitable that costs rose beyond the estimates and it hardly 

reflects well on a man of Crossley’s reputation and experience that he was prepared to 

certify to parliament that the line could be built for £36,000.  Nor does it show the 

board in anything other than a naïve light in apparently being prepared to accept this 

figure without question.   

 

The difficulties with the chapel collapse could not be foreseen, but one cannot help 

but think that the board ought to have recognised the difficulties that John Clough 

would cause them; he made it clear form the outset that he would do this and did so.   

 

But I am not sure that the Board can actually be criticised for the way that it ran 

things.  It probably recognised early on that it was the main source of capital, once the 

advertisements in the regional press failed to produced the hoped for responses.  That 

prominent members of the board then had to buy the last of the ordinary shares shows 

that they saw this inevitable requirement.  So perhaps they worked with an attitude 

that said if more capital was required and if they could not raise it externally on 

overdraft or debenture, they may as well pay it themselves.  They tried both of these 

ruses before they had collectively to buy the £18,000 of preference shares to be 

released from the bank guarantee and eventually, Sir Issac took over all the 

debentures.  They were astute businessmen if naïve railway owners and probably saw 
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the ultimate outcome of their enterprise once the realities of railway building and 

ownership came home to them which was likely to be soon after opening in April 

1867.  I feel that it is to their credit that they managed to extricate themselves from the 

financial melee in the exceptionally fortunate way that they ultimately achieved.  

Although entirely speculative on my part, so well do they appear to have managed the 

sale of the railway using the GNR as the threat to get to the Midland to bite, that I 

have wondered if, at sometime, they may have even suggested to the GNR that it 

extend to Keighley, simply as a ruse to enable them to sell out to the MR at a profit.  

Several of them had business interests in Keighley in addition to the valley.  Perhaps 

suggestions or even promises of traffic were made to the GNR, partly for commercial 

reasons, but partly to create a threat to the MR in terms of its KWVR operation?   

 

There is certainly some similarity in terms of the commercial strategy and acumen 

that they displayed over the GNR/MR issue with that by which they induced Richard 

Butterfield to subscribe to the line in 1861, through the threat of changing the 

Haworth terminus to Springhead from Bridgehouse. 

 

Although it must have been a concern to its owners, the KWVR has always been a 

very small and insignificant appendage to the British railway system and I suspect 

that it was never a dominant enterprise in the minds of its controlling board in the 

1860s, 70s and 80s.  There is nothing to suggest anything in the surviving records 

other than a group of confident businessmen, running an enterprise in a mercantile 

and confident manner, albeit that they were (if not towards the end of our period, 

certainly in the earlier years) rather simplistic in their outlook and expectations. 
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The valleys got their railway through a terrific struggle, using the combined forces of 

engineer’s interest, local need, capital, threats, competition and enterprise.  Its 

physical form today is due entirely to the forces of local business and capital then.  It 

is no different today than it was then, it runs because enough people want it to do so.  

But even so, a debt is owed to those people who worked so hard, over a century ago, 

from whatever motive, to give their valley a railway and to which end, they were 

prepared to risk so much of their own money and to give so much of their own time; 

things are little different with the Keighley & Worth Valley Railway, today. 
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 Appendix 3 Maps 
 

The following maps are enclosed. 
 
3.1 First OS map of the Skipton District.  This is enclosed to illustrate the depth of the valleys 

involved and their relative locations to the other local and regional places named in the 
dissertation 

 
3.2 Modern OS map of the area.  This is provided for general reference purposes and provides the 

main overall view of the site of the dissertation.  Other than building, little has change din the 
valleys between the date of the building of the railway and this map 

 
3.3 Street Plan of Keighley & District.  This is detailed, but does not include Oxenhope.  It shows 

some of the local names which are refereed to in the dissertation and will be helpful in 
locating certain points not on the other two maps.  IT also shows the whole of the railway, 
more or less as built 

 
3.4 Copies of a Street Guide to Bradford and District.  This is included for the detail on Haworth 

and Oxenhope, in particular its detailed references to farms and localities such as Mytholmes 
and Springhead 

 
 
 


