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This book examines the road haulage trade in England when it depended on
horses and waggons, chiefly through the letters and papers of one of the largest
firms which operated between the West Country and London in the carly
nineteenth century. Other documents extend the coverage of the firm’s history
from the seventeenth century to the mid-nineteenth century, making it possible
to examine how road transport changed during the course of two centuries.

The Russell letters are an extraordinary and unique survival, showing in detail
how the firm managed to convey up to six tons at a time in all weathers, how
dominated it was by the capabilities and needs of the horse, how reliable its
services were, who it served and how important it was to a variety of users. Much
new information is provided on the gradual spread of the influence of London,
the effect of turnpike roads, the nature of the West Country economy and the
role of transport in the regional and national economy. In sum the book provides
the fullest account yet written of the road haulage industry from the seventeenth
century until the coming of the railways.
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And of all inventions whatsoever, of all the machinery made use of, is
there any one that can lay claim to much more importance? whose
influence is wider spread, or productive of such interesting consequences,
as the waggon?

(Daniel Bourn, A treatise upon wheel-carriages (1763), pp. 1-2)

Before any railways were made in the west and south west of England we

had highly respectable firms as common carriers who went through the

district from which we have our goods; in fact they arrived in London
almost as regularly as the Mail.

(John Samuel Ewens, London butter factor,

HLRO, 1847 Vol. 15, 28 Apr., pp. 175-6)
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Spelling remains as in the letters and punctuation has been added only
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standardised.



Thomas Morris 1676-90s Roger Bird
1681-1713

William Morris 1690s-1704

Nicholas Barry 1705-14

John Barry & Jacob
Weare 1714-21

( \ Roger Bird John & Richard Bush

713-2 ?
John Barry Jacob Weare 171528 Pl
1721-6 1721-4
| |
Others
Mr Edwards John Bush
1726-8 1724-30s ?7-17563
| John Goodall &
James Fry/ partners 1724-9 Robert Bird
1728-38 1728-63

Hannah Fry
1738-9

| .
William Iliff 1739-61 Daniel

(with Stephen Fry Hoissard
1741-7) 7-1764 William Avery
1764-8
|liff & Partridge 1762-9 (? with Thomas Russell)

Iliff, Partridge & Bird
1769-85

Thomas Russell & Jane Avery;
later Thomas, John & Robert
Russell 1768-92

Robert Russell 1792-1816

Thomas Russell & Co. 1816-37

Robert Russell & Co. 1837-43

Jennings & Ford 1843-7

Ford & Co. 1847-52

N

Ford & Co.; later Penfound & Co. Haycock &
Ford Limited 1852-¢.1863 Gillard
1852-1949 1852-¢.1856

Figure 1 Lincage of the Russells” carrying concern
Note: other connections are likely, but uncertain ones are omitted above, as are short
periods of control by executors or widows prior to sale.
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1 INTRODUCTION

It used to be widely believed that Britain’s roads until the eve of the railway
age were so poor that there was little road traffic. The roads, it was alleged,
were ‘little more than grassy tracks” which in winter became a sea of mud in
which horses, waggons and coaches ‘wallowed helplessly’ and travellers
risked drowning.! Important routes, such as the main road from the West
Country to London, were believed to have been impassable in winter.> Any
idea of regular, timetabled road services was out of the question. Packhor-
ses, of course, could operate over any sort of terrain, but their small loads
made them prohibitively expensive for any but the most valuable goods.
More efficient conveyance by wheeled vehicles required better, harder road
surfaces if they were to get through at all, let alone to carry goods at reason-
able cost. Even when, by the late eighteenth century, the roads were suffi-
ciently improved by turnpike trusts to allow widespread stage coach and
waggon services, carriage by road was still considered to have been too
expensive for most goods to bear the cost. Britain’s main form of transport
during the Industrial Revolution was therefore believed to have been water
transport, along the coast or by inland navigation.?

More recently, historians have recognised that a greater volume of goods
was carried by road than these carlier impressions of intolerable road con-
ditions suggested. London, in particular, had a large network of carriers by
road as early as 1637, and the number of services multiplied at least three-
fold between 1681 and 1838. By the latter date about a thousand waggons
entered and left London every week, many of them drawn by teams of six or
eight horses and carrying loads of up to six tons.* The London carriers
connected with a series of extensive provincial carrier networks, which
themselves linked provincial towns and cities with each other and with their
hinterlands. At a more local level, there was considerable road traffic even
in a bleak and inhospitable area like the Peak District.”

Historians also now understand better the advantages of road transport
over water transport, and the criteria on which manufacturers and others
chose between them.® Compared with coastal vessels, which might be
delayed weeks or even months by adverse winds, and inland waterways,
which could be obstructed for weeks at a time by ice, water shortages or
maintenance work,” road transport was fast and reliable. Therefore it was

1



