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GRAND AFFAIR: The opening of the South Eastern Railways line to Margate

1846 service heralded a
new dawn in rail travel
O

NE hundred and seventy
years ago, on Tuesday
December 1, 1846, a special
South Eastern Railway
train containing chairman James
Macgregor, deputy chairman Lord
Torrington and other directors of the
company and their friends departed
from the Bricklayers’ Arms terminus
in London for Ashford, 67 miles away,
on the inaugural service to open the
company’s Margate and Ramsgate
Railway, extending their branch line
from Ashford which had opened to
Canterbury on February 6 and to
Ramsgate on April 13 earlier that
year.
When the special train arrived in
Ashford, passengers were given the
opportunity to view the large works
that the company had begun,
including locomotive and carriage
depots and around 500 workers’
cottages.
When the South Eastern Railway
company’s Canterbury and Ramsgate
extension of the branch line from
Ashford opened on Easter Monday,
April 13, 1846, trains ran in to a new
terminus station at Ramsgate
situated in the parish of Saint
Laurence. Consequently, when the
Margate and Ramsgate Railway
opened, trains from Ashford via
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Canterbury and Minster had to
reverse out of the Ramsgate terminus
station on to the new four mile
branch line to Margate.
The special train’s arrival in
Margate resulted in a general
holiday, with almost every shop in
the town closed.
Guests were greeted on arrival by
Town Deputy Cobb, before
processing in carriages, headed by a
band playing and flags flying, under
a specially erected arch of evergreens
to the York Hotel.
At five o’clock the local residents
entertained their special guests at
the Assembly Rooms, where around
200 people enjoyed a good dinner.
Toasts and speeches were made,
including by railway company
chairman Mr Macgregor, outlining
progress with petitions to build new
Kent lines.
After the dinner, a special train

departed on the return journey from
Margate at 9.45, arriving in London
at 1.10 in the morning.
When the South Eastern Railway
obtained their 1844 Act of Parliament
granting powers to acquire land and
giving access rights to build the
Ashford, Canterbury, Ramsgate and
Margate branch line, the company
leased the Canterbury and
Whitstable Railway to further its
strategic objectives in East Kent.
Three-quarters of all goods traffic on
the line was inward to Canterbury
and included 50 tons of coal each day.
On October 1, 1844, new chief
mechanical engineer Peter Barlow
was asked to report on the condition
of the Canterbury and Whitstable
Railway.
Steam locomotive running
throughout the entire line was
recommended, instead of continuing
to use stationary winding engines to
haul trains.
The line also had to be re-laid, as
most sleepers were rotten and the
lightweight rails needed to be
replaced by heavier weight rails
capable of supporting the more
powerful locomotives to be used.
The £16,000 contract for the work

to upgrade the line was awarded to
Messrs Grissell & Peto.
The fluctuating price of iron at
that time meant that the original
tender for the work had to be
increased, by £3,000, from the
original £13,000 quoted.
In spring 1845, construction of a
back water reservoir at Whitstable
Harbour for flushing at low tide was
recommended, together with clearing
out mud and building a harbour
station.
On April 11, 1846, two days before
the Canterbury and Ramsgate
extension of the branch line from
Ashford opened, the diversion of the
Canterbury and Whitstable Railway
line in to a new bay terminus at the
Canterbury station and a junction
with the South Eastern Railway were
completed.
This enabled the through running
of trains between London and
Whitstable to commence and without
the need to have to unload and reload
wagons at Canterbury.
Short chimney locomotives were
needed to fit through Tyler Hill
Tunnel, the world’s first railway
tunnel which had defined standards.
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ROLLING STOCK: A passenger train at Canterbury West station in 1921
Photo: National Railway Museum

OFF THE LINE: The Canterbury to Margate stagecoach outside the Rose Hotel in Canterbury

Photo: Kent Libraries

PLOT: Ramsgate Station’s location at Saint Laurence
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