Changes in road transport in St Neots

Local historians, Charles Tebbutt and Rosa Young, have published extensive research into St Neots’ history. What follows has largely been gleaned from their work.
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Before the public transport system in place today it was only the upper middle classes who could afford to keep a horse or pony of their own. Business people hired horses and carts from ‘job masters’. Most people walked. Paths alongside tracks or across fields and woods eventually became the public footpaths.
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Carriers hired out their horse and cart to people wanting to take their produce to the Thursday market and bring back produce and baskets of poultry that they bought. There was not enough room for passengers.
Covered wagons and pack horses would have been a common sight, loaded with timber, sacks of coal, grain, wool etc. 

During the Industrial Revolution many raw materials being taken by road to the mills and factories or to the market or other towns were sent.  

Coaching inns.

. 


 bhw.buffnet.net/ptracks/ chapter4/chapter4.htm Travelling by coach was the fastest way to travel between the 17th and early-19th centuries. The stage coach was introduced in the 18th century with teams of up to eight horses made journeys of any number of stages – each between ten and twelve miles (16 – 19.2 kms). 
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 www.hertfordshire-genealogy.co.uk/ .../hr-16-accident.htm The addition of iron springs above the wheels and straw or horsehair padded seats made the journey much more comfortable than on horseback or horse and cart. 

The first regular long-distance coach trip was from London to York in 1706.

By 1754 the journey from London to Edinburgh took at least eight days.

 

www.swanseahistoryweb.org.uk/ cardiff/butewd/roads4.htm
Coaching inns provided rest, food, drink and accommodation for travellers – especially those who stopped on their journeys up and down the Great North Road between London and Edinburgh  (e.g. The White Horse, The Cock Inn).

 

www.biffvernon.freeserve.co.uk/ eaton_socon.htm
Some coaches made the loop into St Neots Market Square and then back onto the main road.  Passengers and mail was collected from The Cross Keys. Other coaching inns included The King’s Head, The Queen’s Head, The Bull, The Bear, The Falcon, The Half Moon, The White Lion, The Angel, The Fox and Hounds, The Golden Ball and The Wrestlers.  



www.blacklionatbont.co.uk/ accom.html
Local farmers, butchers and bakers and brewers were able to sell produce to the innkeepers. Washer women and laundresses had jobs cleaning and ironing the linen.



www.howstuffworks.com/ iron1.htm
The inns often had stables with replacement horses for the next stage of the journey. Local horse-breeders, farriers, harness-makers, blacksmiths, wheelwrights and carpenters made a living from the trade. 



www.arlington.k12.va.us/.../grade6/ colonial/colonial3.htm
Coaching reached its ‘Golden Age’ in the first half of the 19th century. 

Passing through St Neots in 1836 were the Perseverance  coach from London to Boston, the Regulator and the Old Oundle between London and Oundle, the Regent between London and Stamford, the Express between London and Lincoln and the Rockingham between London and Leeds. The Eagle went between Cambridge and Birmingham and the Oxford between Cambridge and Oxford. There were also several mailcoaches every day which had their maroon livery and Royal Crest painted on the doors. Eaton Socon had even more coaches. There was estimated to be one coach every twenty minutes on the Great North Road. 

Eaton Socon had about 20 coaches stopping every day. As the coaches did not pass through Eynesbury its residents did not profit much from the coach trade.

It was a common sight to see water carts sprinkling the streets to keep the dust down.

Local highway men

Travelling was hazardous in those days. Coaches used to overturn when driving too fast or their wheels got stuck in ruts. Wheels, axles and springs often broke and needed repairs. Wet weather made the road very muddy and floods were common. There was also highway robbery.


www.lesleyannemcleod.homestead.com/ barbosahighwayman.html
Two local men named Hitchcock and Stevens, sometimes living in St Neots, sometimes in Great Paxton, used to hide in a field at Crosshall and came out at night to attack travellers as they passed over Hail Bridge on the Great North Road. One particular gruesome event took place on the Cambridge Road in the early 18th century.

A young woman, having collected a large sum of money, was riding back to St Neots. Fearing that she might be robbed she had concealed the money bag in her hair, piling up her long tresses over it and pinning them tightly before putting on her kerchief. On her way she met another rider who offered to escort her home. As he was a neighbour whom she knew well, a local butcher and innkeeper, she accepted gratefully, but made the mistake of telling him about the money and how she had hidden it. This resulted in her death, and the murderer, anxious to escape the scene, did not stop to remove the money but chopped off her head and stowed it in his saddlebag. 

A short time afterwards two other horsemen came along, a gentleman and his servant, and found the decapitated corpse. The gentleman, obviously quick-thinking, sent his servant on ahead telling him to contact the first person he overtook, who was likely to be the murderer, and accompany him wherever he was going.

This was done and the servant and butcher rode into St Neots together. Once there the servant called the local constable and the saddlebag was searched, revealing its grisly contents. What makes the story really horrific is that that the head was recognised by the constable as being that of his own wife!

(Young, R. op.cit. pp67-68) 

Turnpike Trusts

The damage done to the roads by the traffic forced local landowners to improve them. They were often very dusty in summer and muddy during the winter. Turnpike Trusts were set up. By 1700 a few turnpikes had been set up across the main roads. 

Daniel Defoe, writing in 1724  wrote that the stretch of main road between Biggleswade  and  Buckden  was “a most frightful way”  and that travellers often turned off onto private land to avoid “the sloughs and holes which no horse could wade through” .  
In 1725 an Act of Parliament set up a Turnpike Trust to manage the Great North Road between Biggleswade to the south and Alconbury to the north. The trustees used to meet in a room in The Cock Inn in St Neots. (In 1726 and 1738 they met at The Shyppe Inn on the High Street. )



www.boonecountyky.org/.../large/ Florence_toll_gate.jpg
Several toll bars were put across the roads where travellers had to stop and pay tolls before they could continue. Later they set up toll gates to collect tolls. One stood on Potton Road about 200 yards from the turn off to Abbotsley. 



www.lentontimes.fsnet.co.uk/.../ derby_road_toll_gate.jpg
The money was used to pay for the toll gates, toll keepers’ cottages, the toll keepers’ wages and for gravel and granite chippings to fill the ruts in the roads caused by cart and coach wheels and the hooves of cattle and sheep being taken to the cattle market in St Neots.

Mile stones were erected giving the distances to the next town.



www.follies.btinternet.co.uk/ whitesheettxt.html

Coach drivers had to pay tolls at the toll gates but Royal Mail-coaches were exempt. The driver blew a post-horn to warn the toll-keeper to open the gate. 

They planned to erect a toll at Eaton Socon but it was placed further north on the parish boundary between Little Paxton and Southoe. The toll-keeper for most of the 18th century was Francis Losley. He was a keen gardener and member of the Cambridgeshire Hunt. He clipped a bush in the shape of a horse and rider. During the hunting season he put a red coat on the rider and it became a well-known landmark for travellers.  

In 1776 another Act of Parliament set up the St Neots to Cambridge Turnpike Trust. It ran from St Ives lane to Huntingdon Street to Bell Lane, Cambridge. There were toll gates in Cambridge Street (somewhere between Shady path and Cressener Terrace), Eltisley and Coton. One of its toll gates still stands at Wintringham, near Weald House on the A428.  On it was displayed the following notice: 

TOLLS  PAYABLE at this GATE
















s.
d.

For every Horse, Mule, Afs or other Cattle drawing any Coach, 

Chariot, Landau, Sociable Chaise, Curricle, Phaeton, or Hearse.

.
8

For every Horse, Mare, Gelding, Mule or Ass drawing any Two-

wheeled Chaise, Chair, Gig or any Taxed cart



..
9

For every Waggon, Wain, Cart or other such Carriage with six

Or nine-Inch Bellies drawn by 7 or 8 horses, or other Beasts of draught
2
8




By 5 or 6 D?



2
0.




By     4     D?



1
4




By     3     D?



1
0.




By     2     D?



..
8




By     1      D?


..
4

For every Waggon, Wain, Cart or other such Carriage with Wheels of 

the breadth of four inches and a half and less than 6 inches drawn by 

4 Horses, Oxen or other Beasts of draught including the additional Toll 

authorized by the General Turnpike Act of 37 Geo. 47 Cap. 126.

1
8




By 3 D? including D?


1
5




By 2 D? including D?


..
10




By 1 D? including D?


..
5

For every Waggon, Wain, Cart or other such Carriage with Wheels of 

less breadth than four inches and a half drawn by 4 Horses, Oxen or 

other Beasts of draught including the additional Toll authorized by 

37 Geo. 47 Cap. 126.





2
0




By 3 D? including D?


1
6




By 2 D? including D?


1
0




By 1 D? including D?


..
6

For every Horse, mare, Gelding, Mule or Ass laden or unladen and not drawing
1

For every Drove of Oxen or neat Cattle

Per Score

1
8

And so in proportion for any greater or less number

For every Drove of Calves, Hogs, Sheep or Lambs
Per Score

1
5

And so in proportion for any greater or less number

ST NEOTS and ELTISLEY GATES are Ticket Bars to each other. COTON is not a Ticket Bar.

There was another private toll gate on New Street at the entrance to the Common. This was a private venture to raise money for the householders of St Neots who had Common Rights.

Anderson Pelham, the millowner at Little Paxton, set up his own private turnpike by the bridge.     

In 1820 the Town Commissioners in St Neots set up a committee to meet with the trustees of the North Road and St Neots and Cambridge trusts. A plan was made for the commissioners to take over the management of one and a quarter miles (2kms.)  of their roads that ran through the town. The trustees paid the commissioners £40 a year. Tempsford bridge was not built then and the Great North Road ran from Sandy, through Eynesbury and the town and out up Huntingdon Street. The Cambridge Turnpike started at the corner of Priory Park in Huntingdon Street and left the town to the east.
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www.saburchill.com/history/ chapters/IR/024.html
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www.saburchill.com/history/ chapters/IR/024.html
The North Road Turnpike Trusts’ surveyor in the 1840s was William Newman, an ironmonger and cooper of 40 Market Square.

The Turnpike’s profits from charging tolls to road users fell dramatically after 1850 when the railway was built.  Both goods and passengers were able to be carried much quicker and in greater quantity than on the roads.

The Turnpike Trust moved St Neots toll gate to Wintringham in the early 1850s so lost the revenue from all the traffic going to St Neots station. 

 In 1857 the Trustees offered the Town Commissioners offered £25 instead of the £40 a year to repair the Turnpike Roads through St Neots. It was accepted. 

In 1874 the St Neots and Cambridge Turnpike Road Act expired. This meant the Town Commissioners became responsible for the three miles (4.8kms.) of their roads out to Wintringham. 

70 tons of Mountsorrel granite chippings were bought to improve the road between the Railway Station and the Cross on the Market Square.

(Sources: Young, R. (1996), 'St Neots Past', Phillimore; Tebbutt, C.F. (1978), St Neots – History of a Huntingdonshire Town, Unwin Brothers)
Tasks – Choose one or more of the following: -

· Produce a timeline showing the changes in road transport in St Neots.

· Write a few paragraphs showing the changing fortunes of the St Neots Turnpike Trust.

· Imagine you worked in one of St Neots coaching inns. Describe a typical day at work.

· Imagine you were a highwayman. Write a descriptive account of a night’s work attacking coaches on the Great North Road.

· Imagine you were a tollkeeper. Write a detailed description of a day’s work.
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