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Celebrating 200 years of steam railways in the East

Midlands thanks to Heritage Lottery Fund support

The very first steam locomotive to operate in the East Midlands was tried out on the

primitive cast iron track of the Butterley Gangroad in 1813. The Gangroad was an

early railway that had been built 20 years earlier to take limestone down from a

quarry at Crich to the Cromford Canal at Bull Bridge. The locomotive was built by

William Brunton, a Scottish Engineer. He had worked at the New Lanark Cotton

Mills, the Soho Works of Boulton and Watt and moved to Ripley to work at the

Butterley Works in 1808. The company allowed him to use their workshop facilities

for his experiment.

Steam locomotives tend to be heavy in order to get the power needed to haul a train

without slipping. The problem was they would then break the brittle cast iron rails.

Brunton solved this by making a light locomotive, the “Mechanical Traveller” or

“Steam Horse”, which literally pushed itself along the track by means of a curious and

complex system of linkages. Weighing just over two tons it was able to haul short

trains of wagons at the heady speed of 2.5 miles per hour. Not only that but it was also

able to climb the relatively steep gradient of the Butterley Gangroad, which was

around 1 in 50.



The experiment was successful but short-lived. This was one of the earliest uses of

steam locomotives and certainly the first in the East Midlands.

Dieter Hopkin is a museum curator with a long-standing interest in early railways and

transport preservation. He has written a number of published papers on these topics

including one on Brunton’s locomotive. On April 19
th
 he will present a talk entitled

“Mr.Brunton’s Engine and the Butterley Company’s Crich Rail-way”, at 7.30pm at

the Glebe Field Centre in Crich. His talk will show how the experiment has been

appreciated elsewhere and will demonstrate how the machine was  influential in the

story of early railways overseas. Admission to the talk will be free but it is likely to be

very popular and over 150 people are expected to attend.

The talk will include an update on the Butterley Gangroad Project. Wessex

Archaeology has now completed a laser-scan of the inside of the tunnel at Fritchley,

which may be the world’s oldest surviving railway tunnel. They also found a stone

sleeper about two feet below ground level on an early route of the Gangway just south

of the tunnel. This proves that the route of the line was changed and it would have

been this early track that Brunton used. It also shows that the tunnel was probably

there in 1793.

Trevor Griffin the project manager, said: “The significance  of Brunton’s experiment

has never been really appreciated locally but now, after two hundred years, the

Butterley Gangroad project intends to put that right. We are delighted that Dieter

Hopkin, who is a celebrated national expert, has been kind enough to help in this way.

Together with the support that we are receiving from the Heritage Lottery Fund it will

allow many people to discover this little known heritage and hopefully inspire many

more people, including young people, to take an interest and participate in the

project.”



Notes to editors:

About the Butterley Gangroad Project:

The Derbyshire Archaeological Society received £17,900 from the Heritage Lottery

Fund (HLF) in December 2012 for a novel fact finding initiative, the “Butterley

Gangroad Project”. The Butterley Gangroad was built in 1793 and is the oldest

Derbyshire railway of which substantial remains survive. The project is being led by

people local to the area where the railway was situated in Crich, Fritchley and Bull

Bridge. The plan is to involve many others to help discover and record its history and

surviving features.

About the Derbyshire Archaeological Society

The Derbyshire Archaeological Society has well over 400 members and is active in

carrying out archaeology, conservation, research and publication to a high standard

throughout the County. It is responsible for managing some historic sites. It also

spreads knowledge through an intensive programme of talks, and visits for its

members and the general public. The Butterley Gangroad Project is being managed by

a sub-team led by the Industrial Archaeology Section of the Society.

Website: www.derbyshireas.org.uk

About the Heritage Lottery Fund

Using money raised through the National Lottery, the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF)

sustains and transforms a wide range of heritage for present and future generations to

take part in, learn from and enjoy. From museums, parks and historic places to

archaeology, natural environment and cultural traditions, we invest in every part of

our diverse heritage. HLF has supported over 30,000 projects, allocating £4.6billion

across the UK. Website: www.hlf.org.uk



For further information, images and interviews, please contact

Trevor Griffin, Project Manager, Butterley Gangroad Project,

Derbyshire Archaeological Society.

01773 821920

butterleygangroad@gmail.com .


