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THE ELECTRIC TELEGRAPH   
Anonymous, 1851 

Hark, the warning needles click, 
Hither ð thither ð clear and quick 
Swinging lightly too and fro,  
Tidings from afar they show, 
While the patient watcher reads 
As the rapid movement leads. 
He who guides their speaking play 
Stands a thousand miles away. 
 Sing who will of Orphean lyre, 
 Ours the wonder working wire! 
Eloquent, though all unheard, 
Swiftly speeds the secret word, 
Light or dark or foul or fair, 
Still a message prompt to bear: 
None can read it on the way, 
None its unseen transit stay, 
Now it comes in sentence brief, 
Now it tells of loss and grief, 
Now of sorrow, now of mirth, 
Now a wedding, now a birth, 
Now of cunning, now of crime, 
Now of trade in wane or prime, 
Now of safe or sunken ships, 
Now the murderer outstrips, 
Now it warns of failing breath, 
Strikes or stays the stroke of death. 
 Sing who will of Orphean Lyre, 
 Our the wonder working wire! 
Now what stirring news it brings, 
Plots of emperors and kings, 
Or of people grown to strength, 
Rising from their knees at length; 
These to win a state ð or school; 
Those for flight or stronger rule. 
All that nations dare or feel, 
All that serves the commonweal, 
All that tells of government, 
On the wondrous impulse sent, 
Marks how bold Inventionsõ flight 

Makes the widest realms unite.  
It can fetters break or bind, 
Foster or betray the mind, 
Urge to war, incite to peace, 
Toil impel, or bid it cease. 
 Sing who will of Orphean lyre, 
 Ours the wonder working wire! 

Speak the word, and think the thought, 
Quick ôtis as with lightning caught, 
Over ð under- lands or seas, 
To the far antipodes. 
Now oõer cities thronged with men, 
Forest now or lonely glen, 
Now where busy commerce broods, 
Now in wildest solitudes; 
Now where Christian temples stand, 
Now in far Pagan land. 
Here again as soon as gone, 
Making all the earth as one. 

Moscow speaks at twelve oõclock 
London reads ere noon the shock, 
Seems it not a feat sublime ð 
Intellect hath conquerõd Time! 
 Sing who will of Orphean lyre, 
 Our the wonder working wire. 
Flash all ignorance away, 
Knowledge seeks the freest play; 
Flash sincerity of speech, 
Noblest aims to all who teach; 
Flash till bigotry be dumb, 
Deed instead of doctrine come, 
Flash to all who truly strive, 
Hopes that keep the heart alive;  
Flash real sentiments of worth, 
Merits claims to rank with Birth, 
Flash till Power shall learn the Right, 
Flash till Reason conquer Might, 
Flash resolve to every mind, 
Manhood flash to all mankind. 
 Sing who will of Orphean lyre, 
 Our the wonder working wire.  

These verses were published in òElectric Communica-
tionó in ôChambersõs Papers for the Peopleõ, Volume IX, 
by William & Robert Chambers, Edi nburgh, 1851  

 
PREFACE 
Distant Writing  is intended to be a chronology of the 
growth and performanc e of all of the domestic public 
telegraph companies formed in Britain from 1838 to 
1868, as well as of their associated cable companies. In 
addition, their working practices are dealt with in some 
detail; as is the electrical technology that is inextricably 
and unavoidably linked to their d evelopment.  

The early histories of railway signalling, cipher m a-
chines, blasting machines, burglar alarms, all connected 
with the electric tel egraph, are also included.   

As this is the story of the telegraph companies, with the 
main emphasis on the domestic companies, history, as 
far as they are concerned, ends in 1870. The subsequent 
workings of the telegraphs by the Post Office and of 
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post-1870 concerns such as the Exchange Telegraph 
Company are not dealt with. If cove r of the heroic cable 
companies of the 1860s and 1870s appears cursory that 
is because they have been effectively dealt with else-
where by others more qualified.  

As the writer is not an electrical engineer errors and 
omissions must be allowed for in the explanations of 
the principles and apparatus connected with the electric 
telegraph. Corrections are most welcome. 

 
INTRODUCTION   
Before the electric telegraph made its popular appear-
ance in the 1840õs the written letter was the sole means 
for individuals to  communicate with each other  over 
distance. From roman times, for over eighteen hundred 
years, the letter generally travelled at its best speed 
overland at that of the waggon-horse.  

It is difficult to imagine an age when an inky pen and a 
sheet of paper were the only way messages could be 
sent; when even these were rare, expensive items to 
many in town and country; and that days might pass 
before a thought, an order or a piece of news could 
travel from a distant place, or even weeks or months if 
that place were overseas.  

But then, in a period of just four years, by  1850 anyone 
in a large town , with the price , could write a message, 
albeit a short message, on a piece of paper and have a 
copy of it sent to arrive within minutes to a distance of 
over five hu ndred miles.  

If it was arranged properly two people could (and often 
did) sit in an office in a railway st ation or a city street 
and òconverseó over hundreds of miles by giving ques-
tions and answers across a counter to clerks.  

In the following five years that message would flow 
under the seas, cross continents and be one thousand 
miles di stant within the hour.  

This was a revolution. It affected business, it affected 
government , it affected news. It was a revolution that 
even affected time itself. But it w as oddly  peripheral to 
the individual . It was an invisible revol ution, with little 
or no disruption to  most peopleõs environment or even 
to their purse .  

And it just happened. In Britain t here was no central 
guiding force, no political will, no tax, no regulation or 
overweening administration. Instead there was a ver i-
table jungle of inventors and scientists who competed 
for capital to implement their ideas for someth ing that 
only they unde rstood.  

The electric telegraph was part of a long process of dis-
covery and d evelopment dating at least from the turn 
of the century driven by academics. Scholars such 
Volta, Ampere, Oersted, Schweigger, Gauss, Weber, 
Steinheil, Schilling, Ohm, Wheatstone, Daniell, Faraday 
and Henry (and others  in many countries ) all contri b-
uted elements to understanding the magical, and, so 
far, unimagined , power of electri city.  

Using these discoveries a number of inventors or rather 
ôadaptersõ appeared, taking this new knowledge, trans-
forming it into useful ideas with  commercial utility; the 
first of these ôproductsõ was the use of electricity to 
transmit information between distant points, the ele c-
tric telegraph.  

However, the grasp of even these earliest, primitive 
theories relating to electricity by the inventors was 
slender; only gradu ally did they evolve into a separate 
recognised technical discipline. None of them òin-
ventedó the electric telegraph, they adopted and ap-
plied combinations of several of the academic discover-
ies and patented them for their own use and profit. The 
early adaptors of the new technology, it must be said 
from the outset, were a ôrum lotõ. With few exceptions 
they squabbled and litigated with each other ince s-
santly during the 1840s, making claims of invention 
based on the flimsiest of evidence, as well as shame-
lessly parading their ignorance of science. As regards 
their several claims, this work relies solely on their pa t-
ent specifications and news reports of the instance, 
rather than on any partisan recollection of distant 
thoughts and apparent slights by contemp oraries.   

In Britain the primary academic influence was Profe s-
sor Charles Wheatstone; the original  inventor/adaptor  
in electric telegraphy was William  Fothergill  Cooke.  

On June 10, 1837 W F Cooke and Charles Wheatstone 
obtained their  first patent for the  electric telegraph, a 
comprehensive set of claims that left few loop-holes for 
any challengers. Just over thirty years later, by the 
Telegraph Act, 1868, the British Parliament acquired for 
the General Post Office a national network comprising  
16,879 miles of telegraph line and 2,155 telegraph sta-
tions, with  the services of the 5,339 people employed in 
the telegraph indu stry.   

This work  deals with the introduction, development 
and operation of the electric telegraph in Britain in 
those intervening thirty y ears. It deals briefly with the 
initial stage, between 1838 and 1846, when the two  
partners, Cooke and Wheatstone, attempted - with  very  
limited su ccess - to introduce tel egraphy  to the public . 
Then follows a précis of the much-neglected period 
between 1846, when organised capital was first applied , 
creating a dozen or so competitive companies that soon 
consolidated into three national networks , covering the 
entire country with electric communication,  and 1868 
when the government of the day finally appropri ated 
the entire domestic telegraph system.  

__________________________ 

Periculum privatum utilitas publica! 
__________________________ 

This is therefore primarily a summary hi story of the 
several joint-stock companies that constructed the 
original British telegraph system without cost or risk to 
the general public, their remarkable innov ations, their 
systems and working practices, and their technology . 
To create this nationwide  system the companies ex-
pended £2,500,000 ð to acquire it the government  even-
tual ly spent £12,000,000.  
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For the fourteen years between 1837 and 1851 the com-
prehensive master patent of Messrs Cooke and Wheat-
stone prevented others entering the public telegraphic 
business in Britain . However, several patents for im-
proved telegraphic instr uments and materials were 
granted to inventive individuals in that time  that were 
subsequently acquired by or used to create several new 
telegraph companies.  

W F Cooke and Charles Wheatstone did not invent the 
electric telegraph, and they did not claim to ; however i t 
might also be added gratuitously  here that the United 
States Patent acquired by Cooke and Wheatstone was 
dated June 10, 1840 and that of S F B Morse was dated 
June 20, 1840. The owners of the Morse patent never 
challenged this pr iority.   

 
1.] COOKE AND WHEATSTONE  

The patent was one of the last signed by William IV 
before his niece Victoria assumed the Crown of Britain 
in 1837. At this moment the country was in the throes 
of its first great Railway Mania, it saw the raising of 
huge sums of capital for companies to connect the ma-
jor cities with each other by steam-powered railways. 
The end of the French wars saw government  contract 
radically, its fiscal needs reduced and its need for loans, 
the commonest public investment, vanished; money 
was cheap. It was the advent of an era;  where capital 
could be raised with ease and applied to great projects 
for public and private good, for gas and water utilities, 
banking, insurance, even cemeteries, as well as rails.  

It was not at this stage a speculative mania but prima r-
ily original investment; the concerns formed b etween 
1836 and 1841, by and large, survived and prospered - 
although suffering considerably when the boom d e-
clined in 1840. It was into this optimistic market that 
telegraphy entered.  

As their first business step W F Cooke and Charles 
Wheatstone established a formal partnership in a 
document dated November 19, 1837 to exploit their 
initial patent; such capital as was needed being raised 
on their own personal and limited security. The master 
English patent of June 10, 1837 was followed by one for 
Scotland on December 12, 1837 and for Ireland during 
April 1838. A Mr Lancaster pu rchased a one-third share 
in the Irish patent. These legal necessities cost, in all, 
£800 to secure; over forty times the average maleõs an-
nual earnings. Cooke was to spend a similar sum on 
experimental instruments and materials by 1838.  

It is not useful to rehearse the tiresome arguments that 
immediately ensued between Cooke and Wheatstone 
regarding just about everything  connected with the 
details of their many patents and their respective con-
tributions; these have been effectively covered else-
where. They quarrelled endlessly. But it is necessary to 
record the progress of their partnershi p from 1837.  

At this time W F Cooke was styled a ôgentlemanõ, that is 
a man without any formal occup ation, in fact relying on 
limited family money. Cooke had acquired a superficial 
knowledge of electricity atten ding lectures in German 

universities and had devised or adapted tel egraphic 
apparatus. It can be fairly said that his contribution to 
the partnership was managerial and pr omotional; he 
controlled the business aspects and undertook all the 
negotiations, contracting in his own name to build lines 
of electric telegraph. His commitment to establishing 
the telegraph, his energy and enthusiasm, if occasion-
ally misguided, was undoubted. That being so he re-
mained connected with the development of the Cooke 
& Wheatstone electric telegraph system in its subse-
quent corporate phase as a company director until 1868.  

Cooke filed no more telegraphic patents after his part-
nership with Wheatstone ended. In his later years he 
used the considerable capital he acquired from the tele-
graph in mining ve ntures and lost it all.  

Charles Wheatstone was one of the outstanding aca-
demics of the 19th Century; devoted to developing the o-
ries and practical applications in many fields of physics. 
It is worth noting that Wheatstone, appa rently the shy 
academic, was also partner with his brother in a flou r-
ishing musical  instrument business ð he had invented, 
patented and continued to develop the concertina be-
tween 1822 and 1844. In the 1820s and 1830s he investi-
gated an acoustic communication process that he called 
the telephone. Always fascinated by language he used 
the word  microphone, before such a thing  was perfected. 
He invented a magnetic clock, and the stereoscope for 
viewing stereoscopic images, as well as making mani-
fold improvements and innovations in electric telegr a-
phy over forty years, including the  automatic telegraph to 
carry bulk traffic .  

Wheatstone was the first to give credence to underwa-
ter telegraphy in 1840. In the same year he devised an 
electric daisy-wheel printer for the telegraph which he 
perfected in 1862; and the chronoscope for measuring 
small intervals of time. In 1843 he produced the ther-
mometer-telegraph for measuring temperature in the u p-
per atmosphere using a balloon or within the depths of 
the earth in bore-holes. The commercial value of these 
innov ations seems to have escaped him.  

In contrast to this naïveté he developed the Universal 
telegraph for business, domestic and personal use be-
tween 1840 and 1868. In 1856 he devised the crypto-
graph, what might be termed a precursor of the Enigma 
cipher machine. He invented the magnetic exploder or 
electric blasting machine for mining in 1860 and la t-
terly, in 1867, simultaneously with Siemens and others, 
perfected the dynamo or electric generator.  

Wheatstone allowed his business affairs to be managed 
by others, initially by his brother as William  Wheat-
stone & Company, òinventors and patentees of the con-
certina and manufacturers of harmoniums, music sel l-
ers and concertina makers.ó This was paralled by his 
involvement with Cooke. L atterly, after the fai lure of 
his working relationship with him, he w as long associ-
ated in business with the electrical engineer, Nathaniel 
Holmes, the instrument maker, Augustus Stroh, and, 
fi nally, from  1870, with Robert Sabine at the British 
Telegraph Manufactory, which made his patent i n-
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struments and dynamos. From 1859 he was deeply in-
volved in establishing his Universal telegraph, recrui t-
ing many of his scientific friends in its promotion. 
Wheatstone, unlike Cooke, was to die a successful and 
wealthy fa mily man .  

Subsequent to the grant of the patent in 1837, the first of 
many that Cooke and Wheatstone obtained, together 
and separately, the partnership constructed lines of 
telegraph in its own name and granted licences to oth-
ers to use its instruments and materials. The business 
had a very slow start ð not least because the seed capital 
used to build lines of wire had to be borrowed of ind i-
vid uals and banks as the partners had the most limited 
means. None of these earliest lines were open to the 
general public for messages.  

On June 27, 1837, just two weeks after the grant of the 
patent, W F Cooke, whilst lobbying the London & Bi r-
mingham Railway Company, was introduced to the 
legendary Robert Stephenson, its engineer. Time would 
show that Stephenson was impressed and was to retain 
an interest in the telegraph for the rest of his life.  

The òFirstó Telegraph  

Cooke and Wheatstoneõs very first telegraph line was 
tested between Euston Square station and Camden 
Town station in London on the London & Birmingham 
Railway, a distance of about a mile, on July 4, 1837 be-
fore the railway companyõs board of directors. It used 
an experimental circuit of five loose wires alongside the 
rails and Cookeõs òoldó mechanical and three-needle 
instruments. The circuit was, in addition, extended for 
the demonstration through a total of nin eteen miles of 
five wire line, made from seventy miles of copper wire, 
contained inside one of railwayõs newly-built war e-
houses at Camden. The trial was conducted at Cookeõs 
risk to demonstrate the utility of the ele ctric telegraph 
to the railway. In particular it  had to address a prosaic 
need for railway traffic control between the two st a-
tions. The work was then inspected formally by Robert 
Stephenson on July 24 and he was sufficiently im-
pressed to instruct Cooke to make a permanent circuit 
at the railwayõs expense.  

These early instruments of Cookeõs were made by 
Moore Brothers, church and house clock makers, of 38 
Clerkenwell Close, Clerkenwell, London. There were 
then three brothers Moore, Benjamin, Richard and 
Josiah, engaged in the clock business. The firm was also 
known as John Moore & Sons.  

The first near-permanent telegraph line was laid to 
Cookeõs specification with his customary speed and 
vigour from Euston to Camden in a month. By August 
31 five parallel thickly -varnished copper wires had 
been buried un derground, embedded in tar -soaked 
wooden battens between the stations, and Cookeõs trial  
instruments replaced by Wheatstoneõs ònewó patent 
five-needle or permutating telegraph that signalled the 
roman alphabet and so could be worked by anyone 
who could read and write , in circuit with galvanic ba t-
teries. This is customarily thought to be the first electric 
telegraph line in the world .  

It is likely that the first pair of five-needle instruments 
used in August 1837 were exceptionally -large versions 
for public  demonstration with a diamond -shaped open 
òdialó twenty-four inches wide and forty -two inches 
tall, on a mahogany board thirty inches by forty -eight 
inches, with the row of electro -magnetic coils for the 
five needles protected by a box on the back, most li kely 
hung on a wall. There was a separate brass and mahog-
any desk-top permutating ten -key set to work the nee-
dles on the dial board. These instruments still exist.  

At some stage in the next three months the wall-
mounted displays at Euston Square and Camden Town 
were replaced by very much smaller òdiamond dialó 
instruments that combined the dial and a keyboard in a 
compact single oak case, able to sit on a desk.  

Wheatstoneõs earliest electrical apparatus was made by 
Watkins & Hill, philosophical instrument  makers, of 5 
Charing Cross. Subsequently, from about 1838, Cooke 
& Wheatstone commissioned William Reid, of 25 Uni-
versity Street, St Pancras, to make their telegraph mod-
els and other electrical implements. Reid was to become 
one of the largest telegraph manufacturers and contrac-
tors for works in Britain, and was to be associated with 
Wheatstone until his death in the 1860s.  

Although successfully demonstrated to the rai lwayõs 
directors, it was deemed unnecessarily complicated. 
The purpose of the Euston Square to Camden Town 
telegraph was to signal stationary steam engines work-
ing cables to haul trains of carriages up a steep incline 
before attaching locomotives for the journey to Bi r-
mingham. This simple task was lost in the enthusiasm 
for plans to lay electric circuits to Liverpool, Manche s-
ter and Holyhead where the company (as yet) had no 
rails. The railwayõs board were not prepared to con-
sider such huge schemes, even if endorsed by Robert 
Stephenson. On October 12, 1837 the company wrote to 
Cooke rejecting further use of the electric telegraph. 

There was a hiatus in activity. Without a powerful e n-
thusiast like Stephenson on the òinsideó it proved diffi-
cult to justify the e xpenditure needed to hard -headed 
capitalists whose attention was fixed on the golden calf 
of the railway. But Stephenson gave the business a per-
sonal prod in another direction.  

The first permanent line of electric telegraph in England 
was completed on July 9, 1839 between the Paddington 
and West Drayton stations of the Great Western Rail-
way (London -Paddington to Bristol), a distance of thi r-
teen miles, having taken a year to complete and costing 
the railway £2,817. It was constructed at the instance of 
the Companyõs engineer, I K Brunel, who had first met 
Cooke in September 1837, through  Robert Stephenson, 
for the railway companyõs own use; there were then no 
public messages. This line used the five-needle instru-
ments from th e Euston Square experiment with gal-
vanic cells and six varnished copper wires insulated 
with india -rubber fabric run wit hin a ¾ inch small-bore, 
iron gas-pipe. The iron pipe was fixed six inches above 
the ground , to be free of damp, on longitudinal rails 
and small wooden posts, two or three feet away from  
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the railway, accessed for maintenance every mile or so 
by circular ir on junction boxes. Originally Cooke co n-
templated embedding the circuit wires in wooden ba t-
tens, as with the Euston Square to Camden Town line; 
but òMr Brunel seems inclined to change his plansó, as 
he did in all his projects, and chose iron pipes instead.   

The small-bore iron pipe was made by James Russell & 
Co., patent gas tube manufacturers, 69 Upper Thames 
Street, City, and Wednesbury, Staffordshire; the ind i-
vidual copper wire  cores of the òropeó, so-called, were 
insulated and clothed with patented indi a-rubber-
coated cotton by Robert Sievierõs London Caoutchouc 
Company, of 36 King Street, City, at its mill in Totte n-
ham in the north of London .  

Originally the Great Western Railway telegraph had 
just two instrument stations, Paddington and West 
Drayton , equipped from the outset with the famous 
five-needle diamond-dial desk-top instruments . Within 
a few months an intermediate instrument was inserted 
at Hanwell, which could be switched in and out of the 
line; the first step to creating a system. There were then 
three five-needle telegraphs operating.  

I K Brunelõs interest in the telegraph was transient. 
Apart from insisting on the use of iron pipe to pr otect 
the circuits he left everything else to Cooke. This is 
quite unlike Brunelõs usual detailed, and expensive, 
involvement in his works .   

Robert Stephensonõs next intervention was far more 
fruitful and effectively òmadeó Cooke & Wheatstoneõs 
telegraph in the eyes of railway capitalists... 

The second permanent line was constructed alongside of 
the short three-mile track of the London & Blackwall 
Railway. This came about through the influence of 
George Parker Bidder, the railwayõs engineer and part-
ner of Robert Stephenson. Bidder was to become, with-
out question, the most important advocate of and inve s-
tor in electric telegraphy ; a critical figure in its early 
development. The Blackwall telegraph opened in July 
1840, the circuit being constructed in six months, cost-
ing £2,338. This railway was rope-operated with each of 
the five stations having a single-needle instrument con-
nected to one five-dial instrument in the rope -engine 
house, so as to stop and start traction. The india-rubber 
insulated wires were again laid in iron tubes, this time 
underground ; the railway was on a brick vi aduct for 
much of its short leng th. The telegraph was used ini-
tially entirely for railway traffic co ntrol.  

There were thirty single -needle telegraph instruments 
working continuously from 8 oõclock in the morning 
until 10 oõclock at night on the Blackwall circuits.  

The circuit had fourt een insulated wires within the iron 
tube in 440 yard sections connected by junction boxes. 
As it was found vulnerable to the intrusion of moisture 
a òGalvanic Ropeó was kept to hand at Blackwall. This 
was a 440 yard electric cable, the first ever made, pro-
duced by the London Caoutchouc Company at its 
works in High Road, Tottenham, north London. It had 
fourteen wire cores insulated with india -rubber bound 
together in cotton webbing and ôwater-proofedõ, wound 

on to a reel. When the line required repair the òRopeó 
was connected between two section junction boxes to 
maintain the circuit and the decayed wire replaced  
without any disruption to traffic.  This was one of the 
many ingenious ideas of W F Cooke.  

A code, one hundred common phrases represented by 
the movement of two or three deflections of each nee-
dle, printed on a wall -chart was quickly introduced 
during 1840 to enable railway company messages to be 
sent between the stations and to the rope-engine house; 
turning it into what the plain -speaking George Ste-
phenson (Robertõs father) called at the time a òtalking 
machineó. A second, parallel telegraph circuit just for 
òtalkingó was built by the partners for the Blackwall 
Railway in 1841. The unique 440 yard òGalvanic Ropeó 
or cable on its portable reel became surplus to need and 
was lent to (or otherwise carried off by) Wheatstone for 
submarine telegraphic experiments.  

The successful traffic control of the London & Blackwall 
Railway immediately inspired se veral other short cable-
worked lines, railway lines in long tunnels and single 
track lines to adopt Cooke & Wheatstoneõs electric tele-
graph for train management  over limited distances , but 
not yet for public me ssages.  

W F Cooke was particularly keen in this period to pr o-
mote the use of the telegraph for safety and signalling 
on railways. He wrote the pamphlet Telegraphic Rail-
ways in 1842 recommending òblock signallingó in which 
track, especially on single lines, was divided into blocks 
or sections into which only one train might enter, their 
movement in and ou t monitored electrically. He was 
the first to define, and to imple ment, a traffic manage-
ment system for railways , providing for their  efficient 
and safe operation.     

The end of the first railway boom in 1841, brought 
about by tightening credit and world -wide foreign 
trade problems, had hindered the partnersõ prospects. 
Capital for the next four years was to be applied to fi n-
ishing authorised railways rather than to new projects 
with an unknown future, hence Cookeõs emphasis on 
utilitarian railway si gnalli ng.  

The trains of the 20 mile single-track line of the Yar-
mouth &  Norwich Railway were controlled by  Cooke & 
Wheatstoneõs telegraph from May 1, 1844. This had a 
complex and unique arrangement using a large five-dial 
railway signal instrument with single -needles, similar 
to that on the Blackwall railway, at each of the five sta-
tions on the line, and a separate two-needle message 
circuit. Though effective, maintenance of such a com-
plicated system with eight wires  was excessive; so the 
five-dial instruments w ere soon replaced by single-
needle telegraphs in series. The Yarmouth & Norwich 
was absorbed into the Eastern Counties Railway.  

Cookeõs earliest pipe-conduit -and-post method of con-
ducting wire circuits was to be used on the Blackwall, 
Leeds & Manchester and Edinburgh & Glasgow rai l-
ways, as well as on the original West Drayton circuit on 
the Great Western Railway.  
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Pursuing their foreign interests Cooke and Wheatstone 
obtained a patent in the United States on June 10, 1840 
based upon their original English brevet. They then 
sold a half-share to three American citizens. George 
Peabody, the New York banker and philanthropist 
resident in London, was party to the negotiations.   

It the same year, 1840, they acquired their second Eng-
lish patent which introduced t he dial telegraph; in which 
the letters of the alphabet were indicated on the edge of 
rotating disc, the rotation past an index being electr i-
cally dictated by a miniature òcapstanó at a distant sta-
tion. The first dial telegraph had the disc driven by 
clockwork with an electrical escapement, and used the 
power of galvanic batteries to release the escapement. 
Another dispensed with the clock work, relying on 
pulses of electricity to propel an index or hand around 
a dial, the òcapstanó being incorporated into the dial as 
an annular finger piece.  

The patent of 1840 also included the first type-printing 
telegraph. This had steel type fixed at the tips of petals of 
a rotating brass daisy-wheel, struck by an òelectric 
hammeró to print roman letters through carbon paper 
onto a moving p aper tape.  

The earliest arrangements of the electric telegraph were 
based on the railway company acquiring a l icence of 
the patentees and commissioning the partners to build 
a line of wire at a rate per mile; requiring Cooke & 
Wheatstone to purchase materials in advance of full 
payment. Licences and the profit from construction 
were the principle sources of income. Regarding li-
cences; the London & Blackwall were charged £100 a 
mile on four miles of line; the E dinburgh & Glasgow 
£100 a mile for a one mile circuit for a tunnel, and the 
Yarmouth & Norwich £110 a mile for 40 miles. The 
London & Croydon Railway r esisted a demand for a 
£70 a mile licence; and the Manchester & Leeds rejected 
outright a licence payment, although both had the tel e-
graph installed by Cooke.  

In all of these negotiations on behalf of the patentees 
and the subsequent project management W F Cooke 
was the principal , he also engaged ð independently of 
Wheatstone - to manage the construction of  the works 
and purchase materials. Usage of the wire was at the 
discretion of the railway; until 1843 this did not include 
general public access.  

Whilst Cooke was so active with managing and pr o-
moting the patents, with astonishing prescience on Feb-
ruary 6, 1840 Wheatstone laid before the House of 
Commonsõ Select Committee on Railways his proposal 
for an underwater telegraph between England and 
France. This comprised a cable of seven conductors 
insulated with yarn sat urated with tar and protected by 
iron wire. It was comprehensive; he  presented the de-
sign of the cable, the cable-making machine, a profile of 
the sea-bed, depth soundings between Dover and Cap 
Griz Nez, the machinery for laying the cable and  its 
installation in a barge. On August 28 and 29, 1844 
Wheatstone was to be found laying an experimental 
submarine cable in Swansea Bay, South Wales. With his 

eye for business Cooke complained when Wheatstone 
would not patent these i nnovations.  

On August 21, 1842 Wheatstone gained permission of 
the Waterloo Bridge Company to lay an in dia-rubber 
insulated single core wire along the parapet of their 
span across the Thames between the Strand and Lam-
beth. By September 1842, after reassuring the bridge 
company that he would make good any damage, he 
had laid a wire from his rooms at Kingõs College along 
the parapet of Somerset House overlooking  the river, 
which backed onto the College, over the parapet of Wa-
terloo Bridge and up Walkers, Parker & Companyõs 150 
foot Shot Tower at their lead works on Belvedere Road 
on the far bank of the Thames. The return circuit was, 
for the first time, òwirelessó, being zinc metal plates 
inserted on either bank of the river. Electric signals 
were regularly sent and flags raised on the Shot Tower 
to indicate reception.  

At the end of June 1843 Wheatstone demonstrated this 
circuit and his latest dial telegraph that sent roman al-
phabet rather than code or cipher, to Prince Albert, the 
Queenõs consort, on the occasion of the opening of a 
Royal Museum of Scientific Instruments at Kingõs Col-
lege, on the terrace of Somerset House.  

The partners, despite their continual arguments, were 
granted a new patent in 1842 defining a simpler, much 
more economic telegraph system.  

Cooke & Wheatstoneõs Telegraphic System  
In January 1843, Cooke renegotiated the agreement 
with the Great Western Railway, extending the line a 
further four miles to the more important Slough station. 
The five-needle telegraph instruments were replaced by 
a two-needle apparatus that used cipher; and the gas-
pipe conduit was replaced by overhead suspension of 
just two wires secured to glazed pottery insulators 
pinned to the sides of tall poles. This arrangement of 
two -needle instruments and the overhead suspension 
of wires was to be òCooke & Wheatstoneõs Telegraphic 
Systemó for the next fif teen years - protected by their 
patents of 1838 and 1842.  

Cooke had experimented with twisted copper wire 
rope attached to poles on the Great Western line before 
settling on simple, inexpensive galvanized iron wire as 
the conductor. He had first used iron wire previously  in 
the year 1843 when the telegraph was introduced into 
Ireland on the 1½ mile long Dalkey branch of the Du b-
lin & Kingstown Railway. He became a member of the 
Galvanized Iron Co mpany, which was formed by C W 
Tupper to work H W Craufurdõs patent of 1837 for 
coating iron and copper with zinc by hot dipping to 
prevent corrosion. This patent was a communication 
from the original inventor the French engineer, Stani s-
las Sorel. Although called ògalvanizedó it was not a 
galvanic or electrical process. The iron companyõs main 
product was thin galvanized plate for corrugating, wire 
was a subsidiary item.  

Cooke reported in the press during 1843 that the gas-
pipe conduit and rubber -coated copper wires had cost 
£287 per mile; compared with his new system of over-
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head-suspended iron wires and pottery ins ulators at 
Ã149 per mile, both net of contractorõs profit and con-
tingencies. Insulation was considerably improved.  

Wheatstone, as an academic, did not wish to engage in 
the increasingly involved management of the patents;  
and he also, quite probably, wished to reduce his rela-
tionship with the argumentative Cooke. On April 12, 
1843 he assigned his patent rights to Cooke, exchanging 
his share in any profits from licences and contracting 
for making the works for a one-off roy alty on every 
mile of telegraph laid, on a sliding scale from £15 to 
£20. The royalty payments that he received under this 
agreement show the slow progress of the telegraph; in 
1844 it was £444 and in 1845, when 175 new miles of 
line were completed, £2,775. However i n this assign-
ment he retained rights to use his latest dial instru-
ments for circuits less than one mile in length ; these 
were intended for domestic and other purposes.  

Wheatstone also retained rights to sell licences in the 
continent of Europe, excepting Austria and Russia. In 
pursuit of this he commissioned F O Ward, a for mer 
medical student at Kingõs College, to act as his agent 
abroad on January 21, 1846. Wheatstone was to have a 
royalty of £3 a mile on each mile that he facilitated. It 
was an abortive agreement; Ward remained in Britain 
and became well-known as a òsanitary agitatoró.  

First Public Access  
On May 16, 1843, the circuit between London and 
Slough was opened for messages by Cooke & Wheat-
stoneõs agent, Thomas Home: this was Britainõs first 
public telegraph service, albeit an exercise in generating 
publicity. Slough was convenient for the Royal res i-
dence at Windsor and the Queenõs household and her 
government  were soon patronising the electric tele-
graph in mutual, widely -reported, exchanges. There 
were eventually six electric telegraph stations on this 
early line on the Great Western Railway ð Paddington, 
Ealing, Hanwell, Southall, West Dra yton and Slough. 
The flat rate charge was 1s 0d for a message of any 
length between any station, delivery by me ssenger or 
cab was extra; there was also a 1s 0d entry fee to the 
offices for mere spectators.  

As well as introducing the two -needle instrument for 
public telegraphy in 1843 Thomas Home also an-
nounced demonstrations of what he called ôProf Wheat-
stoneõs electro-magnetic telegraphõ in the lengthened Great 
Western Railway circuits. Unlike the Cooke & Whea t-
stone two-needle instruments this indicated in dividual 
letters and numbers by turning a  circular dial and used 
electricity produced by a rotat ing magneto device with-
out batteries of cells! At the time it was used only to 
generate publicity; members of the public could send 
their own messages with this device by turning a hand-
sized wheel to send pulses of electricity to move the 
disc of the dial  telegraph.  

Thomas Home published the wholly reasonable anec-
dote that, by the telegraph, he accomplished the appar-
ent paradox of sending a message in the year 1845, and 
receiving it in the year 1844. Directly after the clock had 

struck twelve on the night  of December 31 he at Pad-
dington signalled his brother at Slough that he wished 
him a happy new year; an answer was instantly r e-
turned, suggesting that the wish was premature, as the 
year had not yet arrived at Slough. It was to be several 
years before the telegraph was to enable uniform  or 
mean time from east to west in the country.  

The momentum for real expansion came at last in A u-
gust, 1844 when W F Cooke negotiated with the Board 
of Admiralty for the erection of a long private line of 
electric telegraph between Whitehall in London and the 
naval headquarters at Portsmouth alongside of the 
London & South -Western Railway ð replacing a redun-
dant naval semaphore apparatus with Cooke & Wheat-
stoneõs new Telegraphic System of two-needle instru-
ments and overhead wires. The Admiralty were to pay 
£1,200 per annum to use the circuit. As part of this deal 
he obtained rights for parallel wires for railway me s-
sages and for public messages which extended over the 
entire system of the London & South-Western company 
ð in particular to the port city of Southampton, the 
gateway to the Mediterranean Sea and India. This, the 
first long -distance circuit in Bri tain, opened from Nine 
Elms, London through to Southampton and Gosport in 
January 1845, it cost in total £24,000. The contract was 
so substantial that, for the first time, Cooke employed a 
resident telegraph engineer, Owen Rowland.  

In February 1845 the Queenõs Speech on the annual 
opening of Parliament was transmitted from Nine Elms 
in London to Portsmouth, at eighty -eight miles the 
longest circuit then possible in England. The speech 
contained 3,600 letters and took two hours to transmit, 
at the rate of 300 letters a minute.  

Wheatstoneõs new alphabet-indicating dial telegraph 
was tried experimentally in this long circuit  on both the 
Admiralty and the public wire s in 1845. There was to be 
a carefully-staged ôon-lineõ Telegraphic Chess event on 
April 10, 1845 to publicise the dial telegraph. The giants 
of chess, Howard Staunton and Hugh Alexander Ke n-
nedy, took on a team of six òamateuró players; the gi-
ants playing white in Gosport, the òamateursó, with 
black, at Vauxhall, 90 miles away. Staunton happened, 
coincidentally, to be chess correspondent of the ôIllus-
trated London Newsõ ð which gave lavish coverage to 
the exercise. The match lasted from 11.30am until 7pm, 
and after forty -three moves ended in a draw. Unfort u-
nately it had to be undertaken on the two -needle appa-
ratus; at this stage of development the dial instruments 
proved unreliable and were difficult to synchr onise.  

For those interested, the ôon-lineõ rematch two days 
later resulted in a victory for the òamateursó.  

In May 1845 Cooke reported to the press that, under his 
management, the electric telegraph extended over the 
following routes:  

1. London & South -Western Railway ð for the gov-
ernment, from the Admiralty at Whitehall to 
Portsmouth, 90 miles  

2. London & South -Western Railway ð for commer-
cial use, Nine Elms to Southampton, 77 miles  
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3. London & South -Western Railway ð for commer-
cial use, Southampton to Gosport, 21 miles  

4. London & Dover (South Eastern Railway) - Tun-
bridge to Maidstone (single line), 15 miles  

5. London & Croydon Railway (an atmospheric line), 9 
miles  

6. South Devon Railway ð Exeter to Plymouth (in part 
an atmospheric line), 52 miles  

7. London & Blackwall Railw ay (cable), 3 miles  
8. Great Western Railway - London to Slough, 18 

miles  
9. Yarmouth & Norwich Railway (single line), 20 

miles  

Cooke also noted at this time circuits he had laid be-
tween April 1843 and December 1845 alongside parts of 
the Manchester & Leeds Railway, that companyõs Old-
ham branch, the Edinburgh & Glasgow Railway, the 
Dalkey branch (an atmospheric line) of the Dublin & 
Kingstown Railway in Ireland, the Northampton to 
Peterborough branch (single line) and the relaying of 
the very first line betwee n Euston Square and Camden 
of the London & Birmingham (soon to become the Lo n-
don & North -Western) Railway. There were then about 
250 miles of Cooke & Wheatstoneõs telegraph, granted 
on local licences of the patentees to the relevant railway 
company control ling the route. None were contig uous.  

Cooke recorded that he had provided thirty -six patent 
telegraph instruments in this time.   

A further 300 miles were planned to connect London, 
Birmingham, Liverpool, Manchester and Hol yhead, the 
ferry port for Dublin , Ireland, alongside of the tracks of 
the newly amalgamated London & North -Western 
Railway and its allies.  

As his part of their agreement Wheatstone had success-
fully negotiated concessions abroad, introducing their 
electric telegraph into France in 1842, Germany in 1843 
and Belgium in 1845, all with circuits built alongside of 
railways.  

On the South Devon Railway in the far west of the 
country, Cooke & Wheatstone, in the autumn of 1844, 
contracted to install the telegraph on its whole fifty -two 
mile lengt h at £160 per mile, linking the passenger sta-
tions. This line did not use locomotive engines  but had 
fixed line-side ôatmosphericõ or air pumps for traction. 
However by January 1848 atmospheric working was 
used on just twenty miles; the eight pump -engine 
houses initially, and to the detriment of atmospheric 
operation, did not have direct access to the telegraph, 
which was located in the ticket offices.  

During January 1846 the Eastern Counties Railway 
commissioned Cooke to install the telegraph over its 
186 miles of track and 55 stations. By mid-year 180 
miles of telegraph line were completed, worked by 
sixty i nstruments. For a great many years this was the 
most intense use of the electric telegraph by a railway 
company, with more lines and instruments per m ile of 
rail than any other. As well as for  signalling  it was used 
extensively for public messaging. This level of innov a-
tion is remarkable in that the Eastern Counties Railway 

was ridden with financial scandal from its beginning; 
teetering on bankruptcy fo r half -a-century.  

The contract for building the original Eastern Counties 
Railway line, and latterly many of its subsidia ries and 
branches, was let to Morton Peto. In 1846 he was al-
ready a great builder and was shortly to b ecome one of 
the largest contractors for public works in Britain. By 
1850 one-third of all the rails in England had been co n-
structed by Peto, a figure of controversy in his financial 
affairs. However he was to be the saviour of the electric 
telegraph in the hard times to come, and was to be ac-
tive in its development for many years.  

In July 1846 the telegraph on the Eastern Counties con-
nected London with Norwich and Yarmouth, with 
Ipswich in the east of the country, and most of the rai l-
wayõs intermediate stations. It also had a circuit fr om 
Ely to Peterborough which opened a connection to 
Birmingham and Rugby, along the Peterborough 
branch of the London & North -Western Railway, an-
ticipating the new telegraph to Live rpool. The wire on 
its branch to Blackwall allowed public messages to and 
from there for the first time; the London & Blackwall 
Railway Companyõs old circuit was still òfor the use of 
the Company alone.ó It was the intention of the Eastern 
Countiesõ board to place the electric telegraph on all of 
its important branches.  

The instruments on the Eastern Counties were worked 
by its station-masters except where business necessi-
tated a dedicated clerk.  

During September 1845 Cooke announced the exten-
sion of the telegraph over the entire system of the South 
Eastern Railway. For the first time the works over the 
124 miles of its main line from London to Dover and all 
of its branches were undertaken by an independent 
contractor commissioned by the rai lway company, W T 
Henley, not by Cooke, and completed in July 1846. This 
was Cookeõs last major contract as sole manager of the 
Cooke & Wheatstone patents. To continue with the ex-
pansion of telegraphy a large capital was needed.  

The Railway Connection  
As can be seen, all of the small number of lines of tel e-
graph the partnersõ organised were alongside of rail-
ways, where the rights of way between centres of popu-
lation were already under single owne rship.  

Of these lines, the long city-to-city circuit alon gside of 
the London & South -Western Railway was the most 
vital, demonstrating to the public t he importance of the 
electric telegraph. Of the others, most used the tele-
graph for traffic control, either for single line working 
or because they did not use locomotive engines at all 
and required signals to stop and start stationary en-
gines. As noted, the Blackwall railway was worked by 
cable and the Croydon, South Devon and Dalkey lines 
used the so-called atmospheric system, the trains being 
drawn by a piston in a vacuum tube between the rails 
with large line -side air pumps (a process that George 
Stephenson acidly dubbed òa rope of airó).   
 

__________________________ 
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Table 1 

Growth of the Railways 1800 -1850 
Knightõs Cyclopaedia 1851 

Year Acts of   Miles  Miles 
Parliament Authorised Open 

By 1840 299  3,000  1,100 
1841 19  14  
1842 22  67 
1843 24  91 
1844 48  797 
1845 120  2,888 
1846 270  4,790 
1847 184  1,668 
1848 83  300 
1849 85  c50 
1850 30  c50 

Total 1,140  13,700  6,621 

Each line of railway required an authori sing Act of the 
British Parliament, not just in establishing the concern 
but for every branch and alteration. 

There had been a Little Mania for railway building in 
1836 as well as the great speculative Mania throughout 
1845 and 1846, which required the debating of 574 Acts 
of Parliament to create new railway comp anies.  

__________________________ 

Such public access to the electric telegraph as existed 
between 1841 and 1844 was confined to offices within a 
very limited number of railway stations, with no inte r-
connecting or long-distance traffic or common tariff. 
Public use of the telegraph was, in fact, scarcely consid-
ered in that period.  

The intimate connection between railway companies 
and the electric telegraph was established almost im-
mediately the Cooke & Wheatstone patent was granted 
and continued for the next thirty years. The railway 
connection was for the most part i nvisible to the public 
and, perhaps surprisingly, also to the government. The 
owners of the telegraph line, whether Cooke & Wheat-
stone or their corporate successors, through this co-
operation had the immense advantage of having to deal 
with one landholder, the railway company.  

Not that this connection was straightforward: for by 
1867 there were to be 476 different railway companies 
in the three kingdoms (the maximum achieved in Bri t-
ain and Ireland), each company having been debated 
and authorised by Parliament, owning 14,247 miles of 
rails; frequently merging and floating -off subsidiaries.  

The competitors to Cooke & Wheatstone that appeared 
once their patents expired had to find other ways to 
connect populations.  

Unlike in the United States or in wilder parts of Europe 
there were no major cross-country telegraph lines. The 
telegraph in Britain was to follow the rails, the roads 
and, eventually, the canals to connect cities. Also unlike 
in the United States there were few ôpoint-to-pointõ 
telegraphic concerns ð in Britain the overwhelming 
majority of the several enterprises that were soon to be 

created to develop domestic telegraphy were, or at least 
intended to be, ônationalõ in coverage.  

Lines Abroad  
On May 25, 1845 Cooke & Wheatstone opened the first 
electric telegraph line in the Netherlands along the ini-
tial nineteen kilome tre section of the Hollandsche IJzeren 
Spoorwegmaatschappij (Holland Railway Company) be-
tween Amsterdam and Haarlem. The two -wire over-
head circuit was to use Wheatstoneõs dial telegraph, 
rather than the needle apparatus. It was operated in 
cooperation with Eduard Wenckebach, an Amsterdam 
instr ument maker. On December 19, 1847 Wenckebach 
obtained a second concession, for a line between Am-
sterdam and Den Helder, but chose to use his own in-
struments. He was to become director of the Dutch 
governmentõs Rijkstelegraaf in 1852.   

The Cooke & Wheatstone two-needle system was the 
initial public telegraph in Belgium. A patent, based on 
the partnersõ first English claims, had been obtained on 
October 28, 1840 with the assistance of Wheatstoneõs 
academic friend Adolphe Quetelet, the director of 
lõObservatoire Royale in Brussels. The partners, with 
Queteletõs assistance, eventually obtained a twenty -one 
year concession of the Belgian government on Decem-
ber 23, 1845 to erect and work a line of electric tele-
graph alongside of the governmentõs Brussels to Ant-
werp railway. This was to be completed by their su c-
cessors in the following year.  

 

2.] THE ELECTRIC  TELEGRAPH  COM PANY  

On September 7, 1845 a syndicate led by the Ricardo 
family of City merchants projected a joint-stock com-
pany to purchase all the patents Cooke and Wheatstone 
had obtained to date and to provide capital for their  
more effective working , particularly to gai n an income 
from public messages through a national network of 
telegraph lines. This created The Electric Telegraph Com-
pany ð the first joint -stock concern in the world in-
tended to unite a country  with a  network of e lectric 
communications . It had a short l ife of just over twenty -
five  years. In that time it united electrically not just the 
entire country but  also, with its corporate allies, 
reached the extremes of empire.  

_________________________ 

Lords of lightning we, by land or wave 
The mystic agent serves us as our slave 

_________________________ 

The first Board of Directors of the Electric Telegraph 
Company comprised John Lewis Ricardo, the chairman, 
Samson Ricardo, brother and business partner of J L 
Ricardo, William Fothergill Cooke, George Parker Bi d-
der and Richard Till. These five were also the largest 
shareholders in the company, and were to stay in post 
for over ten years.   

Cooke had agreed, prior to the establishment of the 
Company, to finance the expansion of the telegraph by 
assigning the major ity of his patent rights to J L Ricardo 
and G P Bidder. This assignment valued Ricardoõs 
share at Ã60,000 and Bidderõs at Ã55,000, in addition to 
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Cookeõs minority at Ã45,000. The three partners trans-
ferred all their rights in the patents to the Company by 
an indenture or contract dated August 5, 1846.  

________________________ 

Table 2 

The Value of Cooke & Wheatstoneõs Business 
According to W F Cooke in 1855 

The business acquired by the Electric Telegraph Com-
pany consisted of twelve domestic and foreign patents, 
Cookeõs telegraph contracting business, the existing 
contracts and the materials on hand for future works.  

Paid by the Company   150,000 
Less unrealised contract   8,600 

£ 141,400 

To Wheatstone    30,000 
To Lancaster for Irish rights  5,217 
To Materials and for other rights  10,117 
To Cooke 

In Cash immediately  2,566 
In Cash by future profits  48,000 
In 1,820 shares each of 
£100, at £25 paid   45,500 

£ 141,400 

As can be seen Cooke received £50,000 and Wheatstone 
Ã30,000 in cash. Cookeõs additional 1,820 shares could 
not be sold for several years and he was obligated to 
the Company to pay the balance of calls, £75 per share.  

Wheatstone was paid £20,000 in commutation of his 
royalty rights and £10,000 for his share in the Scottish, 
Irish and Belgian patents.  

________________________ 

Regarding the directors; the firm of J & S Ricardo & 
Company of 11 Angel Court, Bank, were originally 
merchants in the Spanish trade, but in the 1840s and 
1850s had become deeply engaged in financial and po-
litical affairs; inve sting in foreign stocks and railways. 
Richard Till, a lawyer, of Guil dhall Buildings, City, had 
been Secretary of the London & Birmingham Railway 
and was to have a similar role in many of the railway 
concerns that G P Bidder had influence in.  

Whilst W F Cooke had become a skilled user of the 
public press, the Company released very little inform a-
tion over and above its very modest legal requirements. 
After 1849 it resisted all enquiries by outsiders as to its 
business; such information as became available was 
through government returns (which it completed only 
sporadically), from its competitors and from its assoc i-
ates. The Company proved to be a remarkably secretive 
concern. So much so that when the government took 
over in 1868 the board of directors, apparently, ordered 
the destruction of all of its historic documents, records 
and files. This accounts in someway for this work.  

The new Company adopted as its motto the curious 
Latin sentiment  Ne tentes, aut perfice ð which very 
loosely translates as òsucceed or do not tryó. Indeed it 
tried, tried hard for twenty years; it succeeded and was 
well rewarded for that success.  

Just at the moment of the Companyõs creation in Sep-
tember 1845 S F B Morse arrived in London from Amer-
ica. He was, näively, allowed to i nspect the Paddington 
line and the long line to Portsmouth. In October and 
November 1845 Morse also contrived to examine the 
line worked with Wheatstoneõs dial telegraph between 
Haarlem and Amsterdam in the Netherlands before 
going on to Paris to view the gov ernment circuits there. 
He sped back to New York with the a dvances he had 
found in Europe regarding the ir  far superior electro-
magnets, overhead iron wires and ceramic insulators; 
incorporating them  with Alfred Vailõs ingenious if 
clumsy apparatus into a patent for what was to become 
the well -known American telegraph in April 1846 in his 
own name.  

The proprietors of the Electric Telegraph Company 
obtained an Act of Parli ament on June 18, 1846 to raise 
the considerable joint-stock capital of £600,000 in £100 
shares (on which only one-quarter, £25 per share, was 
to be paid-up immediately) to buy out the pa tent rights 
of both Cooke and Wheatstone, to finance their exploi-
tation and the construction of telegraph lines across the 
country, with, among other legal powers, the right to 
lay wire over public property, especially railways.  

According to Robert Grimston, the Companyõs last 
chairman, at this time and for many years after there 
were just eight shareholders!  

The Electric Telegraph Companyõs Act of Parliament 
had several clauses that set a precedent for working 
electric communication; its circuits had to be open for 
the sending and receiving messages by all persons 
alike, without favour or precedence, subject to a prior 
right of use for the service of the government, and sub-
ject to such charges and regulations as the Company 
might make. However, when cha llenged in the Courts 
for giving preference to messages for ôThe Timesõ 
newspaper over those for the ôMorning Heraldõ in 1850 
the Company rejoined successfully that ôThe Timesõ 
paid more for securing the pre ference.  

It had powers to purchase patents, not just those of 
Cooke and Wheatstone, which would otherwise have 
been illegal under the ancient Acts for preventing m o-
nopolies in trade. Unusually the Act allowe d the Com-
pany to apply to the government to have the duration 
of its patents extended over the usual fourteen years. 
The Courts later rejected the Companyõs application to 
extend these monopoly rights.  

The Act also indemnified the Company against the neg-
li gence and carelessness of its officers and employees in 
the transmission and receipt of public messages. This 
indemnity against the results of errors in messaging 
was periodically challenged in the Courts; to no avail. 
The Electric company and its competit ors were careful 
in ensuring that all messages were sent on forms that 
spelt out their legal protection, and that they all o ffered 
insurance against loss ð at extra cost.  

Powers were given to protect the works from vanda l-
ism: òthat if any person shall wilfully remove, d estroy 
or damage any electric telegraph, or any wire, standard 
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or apparatus, or other part of such telegraph shall be 
guilty of a misdemeanour.ó The exercise of powers of 
detention extended not just to the police but to com-
pany officials and  employees, to railway company em-
ployees and to any passer-by called upon to assist these 
individuals. The legal interpretation of ômisdemeanourõ 
led in January 1854 to three men being jailed for six 
months with hard -labour for cutting the wires at Wigan 
in Lancashire.  

________________________ 

Table 3 

The Telegraph and the Railways in 1846  

Miles of Telegraph Line in Operation  
Compiled by Henry Tuck for  

The Railway Shareholderõs Manual 1847 

Company      Miles 
South Eastern Railway    124 
Great Western Railway   18 
London & South Western Railway   94 
Midland Railway     251 
Eastern Counties Railway    169 
York & North Midland Railway   106 
Norfolk Railway     58 
York & Newcastle Railway   103 

London & Croydon Railway   10* 
London & North Western Railway  
(Wolverton to Peterborough)   54* 
London & Blackwall Railway   4* 
Sheffield & Manchester Railway   3* 
Preston & Wyre Railway    20* 
South Devon Railway    15* 
Eastern Union Railway    16* 
North British Railway    2* 

TOTAL      1,048 
* The telegraph used for railway signalling  only  

The year 1846 was the first year of operation of the Elec-
tric Telegraph Company: only eight of the sixteen rai l-
way companies contracted offered public telegraphy 
and these in isolated local networks. There were as yet 
no circuits from London to the cities in the north or 
west of Britain, only to the south and east.  

________________________ 

The government insisted that the Company be obliged 
to grant a licence to anyone named by the Privy Coun-
cil of Ministers to construct and use a telegraph for off i-
cial service. In addition every telegraph line had to be 
open òat all reasonable timesó for the transmission of 
intelligence for the government, and such messages had 
to have priority over all others, even to the extent of 
stopping other traf fic. In emergency any one of the Sec-
retaries of State, the most senior government ministers, 
could take possession of the Companyõs entire tele-
graph system for one week, and on a week-by-week 
basis subsequently, paying the Company the average 
weekly earnin gs for such seizure. When the Home Sec-
retary implemented the latter requirement in 1848 du r-
ing the Chartist emergency the charges were such as to 
give the government second-thoughts about using the 
powers again.  

From its commencement it intended to be a national 
enterprise, connecting the major cities and towns of the 
country by electric telegraph. After absorbing the orig i-
nal line to Southampton, the first long circuit it co n-
structed was north alongside of the railway from Lo n-
don to the major manufacturin g town of Birmingham, 
which it completed in mid -1847. This line was contin-
ued north to reach the industrial city of Manchester on 
November 14, 1847.  

As with the partnership the Companyõs initial income 
was to be derived from granting l icences for use of the 
patents and from erecting lines; however in addition it 
anticipated substantial revenues from working public 
telegraphs, sending and receiving messages nation-
wide. That was an anticipation only slowly fulfilled.  

Premises 
On its foundation in 1846 the Electric Telegraph Com-
pany had no operational model to fo llow. Its initial 
inclination was to have a large office central to the 
whole of London. In accord with this, by the su mmer of 
that year it had, in W F Cookeõs name, leased a substan-
tial house at 345 Strand ð just vacated by the Candidate 
Life Assurance Company, which had prev iously been 
the home of the ôCourierõ evening newspaper and of 
Hodsoll & Stirlingõs bank. This was the first Electric 
Telegraph Office. It was three windows broad, of four 
floors, and was located on the north side of the street, 
midway between Wellington Street and Catherine 
Street, almost opposite the new Waterloo Bridge. Cooke 
planned to connect 345 Strand to the lines emanating 
out from the railway termini, hence to the rest of the 
country. For the next three years this was to be W F 
Cookeõs London residence, his principal or country 
home being at Elliott Hill, Blackheath.  

The first general meeting of the proprietors was held at 
345 Strand on June 20, 1846. John Kymer, Jnr, was then 
the company secretary pro.tem. 

At the same time in the summer of 1846 the Company 
took a lease of a cooperõs (barrel-makerõs) yard at 22 
Church Row, Limehouse, adjacent to the London & 
Blackwall Railway and the Thames river. This was to be 
its Electri c Telegraph Depot for heavy stores, wire, poles 
and iron work. It  was initially under the superinte n-
dence of Philip Woodrow, but by the end of the year he 
had been replaced by Isaac Hitchett. The Depot was 
narrowly saved from destruction by fire on October 29, 
1846 when the adjacent, very large cooperage of James 
Wi lson Gordon & Company in Church Row was burnt 
down; the staff of the Blackwall Railway having quickly 
summoned the insurance companiesõ fire engines - one 
would like to believe, by telegraph...  

As well as W F Cookeõs rooms, 345 Strand accommo-
dated the company secretaryõs office, the engineerõs 
office, the directorsõ meeting or board room and a 
òshopó with a large plate-glass window for the tel e-
graph office, with public and private doorways. There 
was also a model room to demonstrate the many in-
struments that then existed for telegraphy; including an 
acoustic or bell telegraph devised by Wheatstone, in-
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ventions by its own engineers and by other patentees, 
as well as instruments that printed both code  and let-
ters of the alphabet. Until 1847 there was little real pub-
lic business as W F Cooke was concentrating on the 
negotiation of wayleaves and the construction of lines 
along the railways.  

________________________ 

Table 4 

The Telegraph and the Railways  in 1847 
Miles of Telegraph Line in Operation  

Compiled by The Civil Engineer & Architectõs Journal 
January 1848 

1839 - Great Western  
London to Slough   19 miles  

1842 - London & Blackwall    5 
1844 - Yarmouth & Norwich   20 
1845 - London & South -Western  99 
1845 - Eastern Counties 
 London to Colchester   51 
 London to Cambridge   88 
 Hertford branch    7  
 Ely & Peterborough branch   29 
 Thames Junction branch   3 
1845 - South Eastern 
 London to Dover     88 
 Ramsgate branch    30 
 Margate branch    4 
 Maidsto ne branch   10 
1846  Tunbridge Wells branch   6 
 Bricklayersõ Arms branch   6  
1847 Deal branch    9 
1845 - Norfolk Railway  
1847 Norfolk to Brandon   38 
 Lowestoft branch    10 
 Dereham branch    13 
1846 - Midland Counties  
 Rugby to Derby    49 
 Birmingham  to Derby  41 
 Derby to Normanton   73 
 Nottingham to Lincoln   41 
 Sheffield branch    5 
1846 - York & North Midland   23 
 York to Scarborough branch 43 
1846 - Hull & Selby    40 
1846 - York & Newcastle    84 
 Durham branch    2 
 Sunderland branch   5 
 Shields branch   8 
 Richmond branch   9 
1845 - Sheffield & Manchester 
 Summit Tunnel    2 
1846 - South Devon    20 
1845 - London, Brighton & South Coast  
 London to Croydon   8 
1846 - Preston & Wyre 
 Preston to Fleetwood  20 
1846 - Eastern Union    17 
1846 - London & North -Western Railway 
 Wolverton to Peterborough  57 
1847 - Midland  

 Syston to Peterborough   40 
1847 - Leeds & Bradford    15 
1847 - Manchester & Leeds   61 
1847 - York & North Midland  
  Hull to Burlington   27 
1847 ð York, Newcastle & Berwick   60 
1847 - South Devon extension   27 
1847 - London & North -Western 
 London to Rugby     82 ½ 
 Rugby to Newton   111 ¾  
 Liverpool to Manchester   31 ½ 
 Crewe to Chester    30 ¾ 
1847 - Southampton & Dorchester   60 
1847 - Midland  
 Bristol to Birmingham   90 ¼ 
1847 - Edinburgh & Glasgow   46 

TOTAL      1,765 

Prior to 1845 less than 45 miles of electric telegraph had 
been constructed, in 1845, 500 miles were laid; in 1846, 
600 miles and in 1847, 1,000 miles.  

________________________ 

By the end of 1847 the Company opened a fine Subscrip-
tion News-room opposite of its West End office, upstairs 
at 142 Strand, òa spacious and unusually superior first-
floor, in the most central part of the Strand, consisting 
of four rooms (one of which was 24 feet by 20 feet), 
lighted  with gas and having a fine entrance Halló. The 
premises had been built in 1838 as the ôNew Turkõs 
Head Coffee House & Hotelõ. The building had a broad 
shop front at ground level, occupied by John Chapman, 
an impecunious publisher, with two wide doors at e i-
ther side, and of five storeys. It was a full storey higher 
than the rest of the houses. In 1848 a separate Clock De-
partment was also based at 142 Strand. It exhibited there 
electric ômasterõ clocks to Bainõs patent, for sale to the 
public at £16 16s, with extra ôcompanionõ dials, con-
nected electrically, at £10 10s each. 

The Strand, the main thoroughfare in the retail and 
residential West End, between the City, the heart of the 
financial and commercial district and Westminster, the 
centre of government, was called by Benjamin Disraeli 
at the time ôthe first street in Europeõ.  

The Company also intended to manufacture instr u-
ments to Cooke & Wheatstoneõs patents, as well as 
Bainõs electric clocks. The Instrument Department was 
located in two temporary worksho ps at 25½ Bouverie 
Street, Fleet Street, London, under the management of 
Nathaniel John Holmes, and functioned from 1846 until 
October 1849. To produce the clocks it used for a period 
Bainõs original Electric Clock Manufactory in Edin-
burgh, Scotland.  

On May 29, 1847, the Electric opened a public exhibi-
tion at the Royal Polytechnic Institution, 309 Regent 
Street, London, featuring its electric clocks, needle tele-
graph, printing and writing apparatus and alarms. The 
display ran for six months, entry was 1s 0d.  

With the sole exception of the recently completed cir-
cuits on the South Eastern company (London to Dover, 
the seaport for France), an exception that was to have 
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considerable consequences, the railway companies 
agreed to transfer their rights and leases with Cooke & 
Wheatstone to the new concern. Although the Com-
pany immediately adve rtised the lease of rights to third 
parties none were granted for public telegr aphy.  

The year turned out not a good one to launch a new 
concern. It was promoted in the middl e of the great 
twelve -month Railway Mania in Britain that took hu n-
dreds of millions out of the economy for a massive 
burst of speculative investment, most of it found on 
credit. Like the house of cards falling, this was to be 
followed by a money panic in t he City of London as 
common commercial credit dried -up; then by a food 
panic as the corn import trade was affected by the fail-
ure of credit and by the Europe-wide d estruction of the 
potato crop through disease. All this was compounded 
by revolutionary unre st in France, Belgium and the 
German states in 1848, damaging continental trade. To 
cap it all the United States mounted an unprovoked 
invasion of Mexico disrupting Atlantic commerce with 
both countries. The five years between 1845 and 1850 
were to be some of the most difficult for trade and 
business in the century, and it was to be so for the new 
Electric Telegraph Company.  

But there was a slow recovery. The strength of the Brit-
ish economy was such that it survived the Railway M a-
nia, the money and the food panics with relative ease; 
although the reliance in Ireland on the potato crop was 
devastating to its population and that islandõs econ-
omy. The emergence of Louis Napoleon in 1848 and the 
subsequent creation of the Second Empire in France in 
1852 stabilised the rest of Europe and restored eco-
nomic harmony. The American war on Mexico was as 
short as it was brutal and its immediate effects on trade 
were equally brief. This stabilisation was assisted by the 
economic impact of immense new gold imports into 
Europe from California and Austr alia.  

The Channel Cable of 1847 
The engineer Charles West had laid an experimental 
underwater tel egraph cable for the Admiralty ; one mile 
between the Royal Clarence Dockyard and the Admi-
ralõs House at Portsmouth harbour in June 1846. Based 
on this success he and his partner , W J Taylor, obtained 
on January 9, 1847 permission from the Admiralty to 
lay telegraph cables from England to France and from 
Holyhead to Dublin . They fol lowed  this, with  the sup-
port of the famous novelist Charles Dickens and the 
engineer Joseph Paxton, by obtaining authority  from 
Paris to land a cable in France on April 9 in that year.  

In possession of all of these permissions West and Tay-
lor  approached the Electric Telegraph Company in De-
cember 1846 with  an offer to construct and to lease 
them a four-core cable insulated with  india -rubber, an 
intermediate cover of cotton cloth impregnated with 
shellac, protected with  plaited  iron wire , to extend from 
Dover in England to Calais in France. The offer was 
based on an annual lease of 15% on the value of the 
cable, £6,000, for twenty-one years. The Company 
would work the cable to the Calais shore, where the 
French télégraphe aérien would take the messages on-

ward . West and the Company eventually came to 
agreement on October 7, 1847.  

The Electric in agreeing these terms had to negotiate a 
wayleave of the South Eastern Railway who, of all the 
existing Cooke & Wheatstone licensees, had refused to 
surrender their line side circuits to the Co mpany.  The 
negotiations w ith the railway were prolonged; it looked 
at an alternative underground circuit and then at an 
overhead circuit along the London, Brighton & South 
Coast Railway to Folkestone. The telegraph company 
had over-extended its capital and prevaricated; another 
concern stepped in and acquired a monopoly conces-
sion of the French government. The opportunity to use 
tried and tested technology to create the first long un-
derw ater telegraph cable was lost.  

Charles West, ever nerveless, approached the Imperial 
government  in Paris on December 5, 1858 with a re-
quest to renew his permission to land telegraph cables 
in France. He was politely rejected.  

Survival  
The Electric Telegraph Companyõs first five years were 
ones of negotiation and construction; making deals for 
access rights or wayleaves, building ove rhead lines, 
training and employing clerks,  and opening stations, as 
well as promoting the new medium to the public. A 
great deal of money was expended in a short time; but 
revenues grew slowly. Only in 1849 when the skeleton 
of the national network was completed  could the tele-
graph be said to be secure as a business.  

By 1850 there was a new energy and a new confidence 
about that Britain in pa rticular benefit ed from.  It was 
from this year that the electric telegraph grew in mani-
fold degrees.   

W F Cooke was elected to the first board of directors of 
the Electric Telegraph Company and remained with it 
until the end.  In the earliest years of the Company he 
was effectively the managing director  and implemented 
its initial bur st of negotiations and line-laying. But once 
it was perceived that the costs of this expansion were 
getting out -of-hand the board had eased Cooke, unwill-
ingly, into a less involved role by 1850.  

The partnership between Cook and Wheatstone had 
always been fraught and  so it is no surprise to r ecord 
that Wheatstone continued his life at Kingõs College, 
London, and played no part in its management.  Al-
though he was frequently consulted by the Company in 
its early years Wheatstone had no contractual arrange-
ment. He was in litigation with Ale xander Bain over the 
patent for the electric clock, with whom the Company 
had already come to an arrangement and made a direc-
tor ; Wheatstone felt that his own employment  in such 
circumstances would be prejudicial.   

Much more was to be heard of the professor and his 
electrical innovations  in the next twenty years . It was 
through his continued input , inspiration and co -
operation with others  that the Company mai ntained a 
technical superiority , not just in Britain but worl dwide.  
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The Companyõs Patents 
The Cooke & Wheatstone patents applicable in Britain 
acquired by the Company, there were six in all, both 
joint and individual, not only covered the principle of 
the electric telegraph in the initial master patent (a l-
though in that th ey claimed òimprovementsó and not 
òinventionó) but also a large number of technical inno-
vations. Their telegraph patents subsequent to 1838 
included a range of double and single needle instru-
ments, dial instruments, printing instruments, circuit 
ôbridgesõ, the ôdetectorõ for determining circuit break-
age, overhead poles in wood and metal, overhead insu-
lators, underground wires, lead sheathing and just 
about everything else required to create a comprehen-
sive telegraphic system. By and large Wheatstone 
originated the ôelectricalõ elements, instruments and 
such like. W F Cooke devised the ôtechnicalõ elements, 
the methods for the making of the line and rationalised 
Wheatstoneõs apparatus into a commercial reality.  

As well as the patents of Cooke and Wheatstone the 
Electric Telegraph Company, between 1846 and 1850, 
acquired an expensive suite of other telegraphic and 
electrical patents, pre-existing and new, that served to 
protect its commercial interests ð that is, preventing 
others using them in alternate circuits. The ôrelayõ or 
ôrepeaterõ of Edward Davy of 1838 essential for extend-
ing the length of the electrical circuit, the chemical tel e-
graph of Alexander Bain of 1848 which ôwroteõ a mark 
on treated paper, as well as several improved insulators 
for its poles, were purchased and used in its circuits, 
and oddities such as Charles Massiõs òpercolating bat-
teryó of 1847, which it did not even utilise.  

By April 1848 the Company, in addition to Cooke & 
Wheatstoneõs two-needle apparatus, had installed the 
Bain write r on separate electrical circuits between Lon-
don and Birmingham (112 miles) and Liverpool and 
Manchester (32 miles), and a direct Bain circuit was just 
about to be opened from London to Liverpool (226 
miles). The Bain chemical writer was the British equiv a-
lent of the American telegraph, using a key to record 
marks on a distant moving strip of paper, and was used 
by the Company for vo lume traffic. These instruments 
used òBain Codeó of dots and dashes, which meant that 
its clerks had to learn three codes, double-needle, sin-
gle-needle and Bain.  

Among the other patents acquired from Alexander Bain 
was that for his Electric Clock, which the Company i n-
tended to manufacture and used at most of its principal 
stations for time-keeping and as a publicity tool. The 
spread of these remarkable timepieces was unfortu-
nately limited by the disinterest of the Electric company 
in their manufacture and marketing after 1849. Bain 
later bought back the clock patent.  

The Companyõs Clock Department, under John Kymer, 
was located at 142 Strand, where it had showrooms, 
with workshops, formerly Alexander Bainõs, at 11 
Hanover Street, Edinburgh. In 1848 manufacture was 
transferred to William Reid, the telegraph engineer, at 
25 University Street, London.  

Cooke & Wheatstoneõs patents applied fully only in 
England and Wales. Different patents applied in the 
two other kingdoms, Scotland and Ireland. This a l-
lowed the Edinburgh & Glasgow Railway (which was 
soon to become the North British Railway) to install 
Alexander Bainõs instruments on Cooke & Wheat-
stoneõs line in 1844. It used Bainõs so-called òI & V tele-
graphó, a simple single-needle device. The Company 
acquired the wayleave along with Bainõs other rights in 
1846, immediately replacing his apparatus with Cooke 
& Wheatstone two-needle instruments.  

In 1847 the Company sued the proprietors of and even-
tually acquired the rights to Nott & Gambleõs widely-
publicized tel egraph, simply to suppress it; and bought 
Littleõs telegraph patent in 1850 with the same negative 
intent. It had also acquired Henry Hightonõs ôgold-leafõ 
telegraph and Henry Mappleõs electric alarm in 1846 as 
part of its policy of excluding ot hers from its market.  

On the isolated circuits alongside of the South Devon 
Railway the Company installed W H Hatcherõs patent 
double-index dial telegraph specifically for train control 
in 1847. Hatcher was the Companyõs first engineer and 
chief manager.  

The Companyõs first underground telegraph circuit was 
laid late in 1847 beneath street footpaths to connect the 
Strand offices with th e South-Western Railwayõs over-
head wires at Nine Elms station. 

The newspapers reported its laying during the first 
week of November 1847. It ran from the terminus of the 
London & South-Western Railway at Nine Elms, along 
the Wandsworth Road, across to Vauxhall Gardens, 
Kennington Lane, Kennington Road, Oakley Street, 
Waterloo Road, under the western foot path of Water-
loo Bridge, up Wellington Street to the Companyõs 
principal station at 345 Strand. It was laid eighteen 
inches deep in three-inch diameter cast-iron pipes, 
coated inside and out with hot pitch. The pipes co n-
tained two half -inch diameter òleaden tubesó, also 
tarred on the outside, each containing four copper 
wires covered with cotton and waterproofed with i n-
dia-rubber. The leaden tubes, as originally patented by 
W F Cooke, were made in lengths of 100 and 250 yards; 
as each was joined together the eight circuits were 
tested with a battery and a òdetectoró or portable gal-
vanometer.  

A set of nine underground wires was also completed on 
November 19, 1847 in Liverpool from the Lime Street 
station of the London & North Western Railway to a 
new city centre office at Exchange Buildings. They, too, 
were laid in an iron tube; a set of branch circuits lead-
ing off to the docks for future use.  

As has already been said, with adequate capital assured 
the next four years saw a remarkable growth in connec-
tions and coverage, though not a comparable growth in 
dividends. The Company continued to use Whea t-
stoneõs two-needle telegraph, Cookeõs overhead sus-
pension system with its earthenware òbarreló insulators 
in all of its circuits, and long -distance rights-of-way 
negotiated with the railway comp anies. 
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Overseas, the Electric Telegraph Company acquired of 
Cooke & Wheatstone their rights in Belgium for the 30 
mile overhead four -wire line between the cities of Brus-
sels, Mechelen and Antwerp alongside of the rai lway 
and opened the circuit on September 9, 1846 in their 
own name. It had telegraph offices in the centres of 
Brussels and Antwerp as well as at the railway stations 
along the route, all equipped with the two -needle appa-
ratus. The message rate was one franc (equal to 10d) for 
twenty words. Traffic, as in England was low, confined 
to mercantile messages between the Brussels and Ant-
werp bourses. The Company was requested to construct 
a second line in 1847 to unite Brussels and Quiévrain, 
where the French telegraphs would connect, but de-
clined to do so as it believed business would not sustain 
it. The concession was surrendered to the Belgian gov-
ernment on September 1, 1850 and the circuit  incorpo-
rated into a state telegraph monopoly.   

Two years of immense effort saw the construction of 
2,000 miles of line connecting sixty major cities: Lon-
don, Manchester, Glasgow, Liverpool, Edinburgh, 
Leeds, Sheffield, Birmingham, Bristol, Newcastle, Hull, 
Wolverhampton, Wakefield, Derby, Leicester, Norwich, 
Nottingham, Portsmouth, Northampton, Bradford, 
Coventry, Dover, Canterbury, Halifax, Rochdale, Mai d-
stone, Southampton, Gloucester, Cheltenham, Yar-
mouth, Cambridge, Colchester, Ipswic h, York, Darlin g-
ton, Margate, Stafford, Barnsley, Hertford, Ramsgate, 
Deal, Folkestone, Rotherham, Tunbridge, Winchester, 
Dorchester, Peterborough, Huntingdon, Chesterfield, 
Wisbeach, Lowestoft, Chelmsford, Berwick, Scarbor-
ough, Burlington, Stamford and St Ives. Another thirty 
county towns were also provided; òall the chief sea-
ports and seats of manufacture, and several watering 
placesó were in circuit.  

The Electric Telegraph Companyõs national public ser-
vice was launched on September 1, 1847. The first ad-
vertisement listing its available stations and services 
appeared in ôThe Timesõ on November 27, 1847.  

Making News  
The transmission of the Queenõs Speech at the opening 
of Parliament to the country by tel egraph became an 
annual event from 1846. The ôShipping Gazetteõ of May 
20, 1848, in distant Sydney, New South Wales, picked 
up a report from London:  

òOn Tuesday, (November 30, 1847) the electric tele-
graph was brought into active operation on a grand 
scale, for the purpose of transmitting the Queen's 
speech to the various large towns and cities throug hout 
England and Scotland. An early copy of the Queen's 
speech specially granted for the purpose, was ex-
pressed from Westminster to the central station in the 
Strand, and at Euston-square, both of which places it 
reached by about a quarter past one. The manipulators 
at these stations, having touched the wires communi-
cating with every tel egraphic station throughout the 
kingdom, thereby sounding a bell at each, and giving 
the note of preparation, commenced throwing  off in a 
continuous stream along the wires, successive sen-
tences of the speech. This operation occupied from a 

quarter past one to a quarter to three, on the principal 
lines of telegraph, but considerably less than this - ow-
ing to the greater prof iciency of the manipulators - on 
the Eastern Counties and South Western. It was com-
pleted to Southampton, where a steamer was in readi-
ness to express the speech to the continent, in about an 
hour.ó 

òDuring the two hours the speech was transmitted over 
1,300 miles, to 60 central towns or stations, where one 
or more manipulators were occupied in deciphering the 
transmitted symbols. Immediately on its arrival at Li v-
erpool, Birmingham, Rotherham, Wolverhampton, 
Leeds, Wakefield, Halifax, Hull, Rochdale, Gosport, 
Southampton, Dorchester, Gloucester, Leicester, Man-
chester, Nottingham, Derby, Lincoln, Sheffield, York, 
Newcastle, Norwich, Edinburgh, and Glasgow, the 
speech was printed and generally distributed, and the 
local papers published special editions.ó 

òIt was telegraphed at the rate of 65 letters in a minute, 
or at the rate of 430 words in an hour; several of the 
long words, such as ôembarrassments,õ ôinfringementsõ 
and ômanufacturingõ taking longer time, no abbrevia-
tions being used, so that the 730 words (the exact num-
ber contained in the speech) were, including pauses 
and repetitions, disposed of in 120 minutes, or two 
hours. Owing to the old (Bain) telegraph between Ed-
inburgh and Glasgow having just been taken down, so 
as to allow of the substitution of the new on e, the intel-
ligence had to be transmitted from Edinburgh to Gla s-
gow by train, though by this medium the speech would 
reach Glasgow at four, or within two hours after its 
delivery in London.ó  

òThe last Queen's speech, being but half the length of 
the present one, was transmitted is half the time, reach-
ing Norwich, 120 miles, in less than an hour.ó 

During the previous year, in July 1846, the newspapers 
recorded the medical professionõs first, and quite 
memorable, encounter with the electric telegraph: òa 
celebrated London physician was in communic ation 
with a Norwich physician, and through the agency of 
the electric wires, actually prescribing for a patient 
whose life was in dangeró. This took place over the 
lines on the Eastern Counties Railway and was to be 
just the start of a medical fascination with telegraphy, 
to the extent twenty years later of having private wires 
between doctorsõ residences and their hospitals.  

Late in 1848, J Lewis Ricardo, the Electric companyõs 
chairman, was able to report that its telegraphs in the 
United Kingdom encompassed 150 towns from Glas-
gow in Scotland to Dorchester in south-west England, 
from Yarmouth on the east coast to Liverpool on the 
west coast. Its central office and five branch offices in 
London employed sixty people ; each of its country of-
fices employed from two to ten clerks, excluding me s-
sengers. There were, he said, 2,060 miles of line com-
posed of 9,800 miles of iron wire and 61,800 poles. In 
London and other cities resin-insulated copper wires 
were laid ôinvisiblyõ within iron pipes under the streets. 
The cost of a twenty-word message over its longest 
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circuit, the 520 miles between London and Glasgow, 
was 14s 0d. On the heavily-used circuit between Lon-
don and Li verpool a twenty -word message cost 8s 6d 
(i.e. 168d and 102d, at a time when the cost of deliver-
ing a Post Office letter was 1d). The Company had a 
minimum charge of 2s 6d. Its employees he categorised 
as officials, clerks, mechanics, battery-men and mes-
sengers.  

It is illustrative of the Companyõs difficulties to follow 
how the longest circuit between London and Glasgow 
in Scotland was achieved. This necessitated alliances 
with seven separate railway companies, zigzagging 
across the length of the country. It followed the rails of 
the London & Birmingham comp any towards the north-
west between those two cities, hence to the north-east by 
the Birmingham & Derby, by the North Midland from 
Derby to Leeds, by the York & North Midland from 
Leeds to York, by the York, Newcastle & Berwick to the 
border town of Berwick -on-Tweed, then due north into 
Scotland by the North British Railway from Be rwick to 
Edinburgh and before going due west by the Edinburgh 
& Glasgow Railway.  

The much shorter direct route north -west to Scotland 
was by way of the London & Birmingham and Gra nd 
Junction lines (consolidated then as the London & 
North -Western Railway), the North Union (running 
from the Grand Junction to Lancaster), the Lancaster & 
Carlisle and the Caledonian Railway from Carlisle to 
Glasgow; just four companies! But the Caledonian re-
sisted the Electricõs advances; its west coast wires never 
got beyond Carlisle.  

It was the Electric Telegraph Companyõs enduring rela-
tionship with the London & North -Western Railway, 
the so-called Euston Empire, the largest railway com-
pany in terms of capital in the world for most of the 
nineteenth century, and the most profitable, which 
guaranteed its success. The railway company, a brutally 
effective concern, controlled from its head offices be-
hind the huge roman arch it erected at Euston Square in 
London, almost from its creation the routes from Lo n-
don to Birmingham, Liverpool and Manchester, and, 
through its allies, the main routes to Glasgow and Ed-
inburgh in Scotland, and to Holyhead, the port for Ir e-
land. As well as providing the telegraphõs most profi t-
able wayleaves the railwayõs tough, anti-competitive 
management style was to be imitated by the Electric 
company during its mi ddle years.  

However the connection with Euston Square was not as 
simple as it might seem; in 1846 and 1847 the machia-
velli an railway company had employed Edward Hig h-
ton to develop new, patent -evading apparatus. It i n-
stalled his instruments experimentally on its long si n-
gle-track branch between Northampton and Peterbor-
ough, and on its Liverpool & Manchester, Leeds & 
Dewsbury and Manchester & Huddersfield subsidia r-
ies, but it went no further with Highton or his theories. 
Once Cooke & Wheatstoneõs master patent expired in 
1851 Highton was to go on to create the first competitor 
to the Electric company. The North -Western had also 
allowed John Nott to install his dial tel egraph on its 

short branch between Northampton and Blisworth. But 
by 1850 Euston Square had become the Electricõs 
staunchest associate.  

As an example of the earliest arrangements with the 
railways, the Companyõs contract with the York & 
North Midland Railway was reported as costing the 
railway £24,634 for 159 miles of line by 1848. The ar-
rangement was rather loose; the lines had been erected 
at the railwayõs cost, except for two wires over its sys-
tem set aside for the Electricõs use. It was first posed 
that the lines would be worked at the telegraph co m-
panyõs expense and that the revenues would be divided 
once they got above a certain sum. There was no formal 
agreement on this as it was said to depend on the tele-
graphic arrangements made with the railways with 
which the Y&NM connected. The telegraphs at the 
smaller stations in 1848 were worked by the railwayõs 
clerks, at the larger by the telegraph companyõs clerks; 
the latter working the railwayõs messages without 
charge. The net result of this vagueness was confusion 
regarding the money received for commercial messages 
at the two sorts of station: some was paid to the rail-
wayõs account, some to the Electric Telegraph Com-
panyõs account and some was simply kept by the clerks. 
The railwayõs shareholders expressed indignation in 
1848 at their Boardõs handling of the matter.  

A more ordered , and more typical,  arrangement was 
that with th e Midland Railway , with a large mil eage 
centred on Derby. This concern worked its own public 
telegraphs until December 4, 1847 when operation was 
transferred to the Electric Telegraph Company. The 
costs of maintenance after that were to be charged two -
thirds to the railway, one -third to the telegraph co m-
pany; and the receipts from commercial messages were 
to be divided one-quarter to the railway and three -
quarters to the telegraph company, railway messages 
being free of charge. The telegraph company would 
find the clerks for the ir  commercial stations and the 
railway company clerks for all oth er places it required . 
The Board of Directors of the Midland Railway Com-
pany in August 1849 justified this arrangement not as a 
source of profit but as a means of preventing accidents.  

Public messages were in any case few; the Electricõs 
income in the first quarter of 1848 was just £160, in the 
second £200, in the third £320, and in the final quarter, 
£400. Intelligence in bulk , ônewsõ, was the principal tra f-
fic in the first five years, supplied to the public press, 
local news-rooms, stock markets, produce markets and 
commercial rooms.  

By November 1848 the Company had opened subscrip-
tion news-rooms in Edinburgh, Manchester, Li verpool, 
Leeds, Glasgow, Hull and Newcastle , as well as Lon-
don, òfor  mercantile and professional interestsó. News, 
market intelligen ce, parliamentary reports and weather 
reports were made available to individual subscribers 
paying 21s a year for entry. In addition to the latest 
news subscribers were accommodated with the com-
forts of  leather sofas and coffee. By 1849 the subscrip-
tion had doubled  to 42s, permitting  entry to all of the 
Companyõs news-rooms.  
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Regarding private intelligence, businesses could have 
the bankruptsõ list, corn market, share market, Tatter-
sallõs (the off-course horse-racing gambling market)  
betting list, dissoluti on of partnerships, Bank of Eng-
land or provincial bank returns, cattle or hay market  
prices, corn or sugar advances sent to them at indivi d-
ual rates from 2s 6d to 7s 6d a message, less if con-
tracted for more than six months. Racing intelligence, 
shipping n ews, political intelligence, judgements of law 
cases, and notices of trial could also be forwarded by 
arrangement, on annual subscription .  

There was great consolidation of resources in 1848; the 
original plan of having a single large station in the ce n-
tre of London had proved a mi stake. The premises in 
the Strand were let go and a house taken in the City, at 
64 Moorgate Street, for the Companyõs administration, 
and a huge public office planned for it principle source 
of business - the financial and mercantile district of the 
City of London. The wharf at Church Row, Limehouse, 
and the instrument and clock workshops in Bo uverie 
Street and in Edinburgh, were closed, along with the 
Strand premises, during 1848.  

After two  years of existence the Company was able to 
complete an impressive, ôstatementõ head office with a  
prestige public hall in the City of London  òwithin a few 
minutes walk of the Bank of England, Stock Exchange, 
Royal Exchange, Lloydõs (for shipping) , the joint-stock 
and private banks, assurance offices, in the heart of 
business, and not far from the Corn Exchange, Com-
mercial Rooms, Coal Exchange, and the seat of the 
Manchester warehouses and colonial produce ware-
houses.ó It was a building intended to portray its m a-
turity in public perceptions . It w as designed by Henry 
Arthur  Hunt , of 8 York Road, Lambeth, a surveyor  and 
architect much employed by Morton Peto, the railway 
contractor and soon-to-be director of the Company.  

So January 1, 1848 saw the opening of the companyõs 
Central Telegraph Station at Foundersõ Court  in Lothbury 
opposite the Bank of England in the City of Lo ndon, at 
which time it had 1,524 miles of line in use or under 
construction . Althoug h tucked away up a narrow 
court-yard t his was an imposing buil ding, containing a 
large colonnaded public hall lit by a great central sky-
light  around  which were two open galleries each di-
vided into six instrument com partments. Having no 
conventional windows i t was lit by gas, day-and-night, 
and had a basement warm air heating  apparatus.  

The ôIllustr ated London Newsõ described the grand 
new premises in its issue of January 22, 1848:  

òThe Central Station of the Electric Telegraph Com-
pany, at the end of Foundersõ Court in Lothbury, is one 
of the best of the recent architectural adornments of the 
City of London.ó 

òIts exterior, though necessarily limited in width, is 
very bold in character and pictu resque in ornament. A 
boldly -designed doorway - the key-stone ornamented 
with a head, nicely sculpted - springing from rusticated 
work; above it a balcony, supported by trusses, having 
wreaths of flowers pendant from them; two enriched 

Ionic pilasters, supporting an entablature, simply o r-
namented, but in excellent style, and carrying an arched 
pediment - and in the space between them a clock, on a 
plinth, havin g sunken panels, and supported at the 
sides by inverted trusses - are the leading points of the 
architectural arrangements, and produce a very satis-
factory effect. Above the clock, and depending at its 
sides, are fruits and flowers, in high relief, exceedingly 
well done. In a panel, at the upper part of the building, 
are the words Central Telegraph Station. A flight of six 
steps leads to the interior of the edifice; and on entering 
the Hall the vis itor is struck by its novel and beautiful  
effect. The space of ground occupied by the entire 
building (exclusive of Subscribersõ Rooms) is about 70 
feet by 38 feet; and great praise is due the architect for 
the skilful mode in which he has arranged his plans, so 
as to give a capacious Hall for the general business to 
be transacted in, and yet to allow of space for the ut-
most freedom of access to the different rooms in which 
the electric correspondence is carried on.ó  

òThe greatest length of the building is from east to 
west, the shortest from north to south; and in  plan the 
Hall, which is in the centre of the building, is nearly a 
square, being about 42 feet from east to west, and in the 
other direction extending the whole depth of the buil d-
ing, within the walls - that is, 32 feet.ó  

òAt the east and west ends a screen of two stories 
crosses the hall, the first story being supported by co l-
umns of the Doric order, painted in imitation of po r-
phyry, resting on plinths, in imitation gold veined ma r-
ble, carrying their proper entablature and frieze; and 
the upper story by columns of the Corinthian order, the 
shafts painted in imitation of sienna marble, their cap i-
tals and bases of white. These stories form capacious 
galleries, having communic ation with the apartments in 
which are the Electric Telegraph Machines; and to con-
nect the two ends of the building, galleries, of nearly 
the width of the first inter -columniation from the wall, 
run along the northern and southern sides. These gal-
leries are supported by trusses springing from the 
frieze in the respective stories.  The trusses to the upper 
story are very highly enriched, and of beautiful design; 
those to the lower of plainer though elegant outline. 
The blank walls, running from east to west, have pila s-
ters corresponding in order to the pillars of the screens 
and painted li ke them; and in the inter -columniations, 
are arches springing from small pilasters attached to 
the larger ones. On the south side is the entrance from 
Lothbury, and the door projects somewhat into the 
Hall, to allow of a room for the porter; while the gall ery 
before-mentioned fo llows the projection. Immediately 
opposite the Lothbury entrance is a small doorway 
leading into the Subscribersõ Rooms, and above this 
doorway is a dial clock. A contin uous rail, of light and 
elegant design, runs along the lower galleries, and is 
also introduced in the spaces between the columns at 
either end, and from it spring branches for gas-lights. A 
railing of plain but close pattern also bounds the upper 
galleries.ó 
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òThe glazed windows behind the counter separate an 
office, called the ôtranslating o fficeõ, from the body of 
the Hall. In this office all messages are transferred or 
translated into the abbreviated code arranged by the 
Company: but it is to be observed, that all such mes-
sages as descriptions of persons suspected of any dis-
honesty are not translated, but sent in full; only the lists 
of prices in corn, share, and other markets are so abbre-
viated.ó 

òThe windows separate from the body of the Hall of-
fices for clerks, in communication with those e mployed 
at the machines above; and who have to receive mes-
sages, through the sliding panes before noticed, and 
transmit them to their fellow clerks above stairs, by the 
aid of lifts, or small trays wor king up and down, by 
means of cords, in square tubes. There is a lift  and a bell 
in connexion with every desk. The motive power to 
these lifts is given by the clerk at the desk above, who, 
on his alarm being touched, turns a winch, and elevates 
the tray in an instant. As there are separate lifts to each 
desk, so, of course, there are separate tubes for each to 
work in.ó 

òOn the first story the apartments, in which are the 
machines, are not nearly so lofty as the Corinthian pi l-
lars would seem at first sight to indicate them to be; in 
fact, this story is divided into two, by a floor, whic h 
does not project so far forward as the series of arch-
ways, which both ornament the walls and allow of i n-
gress to the machine-room; and therefore a plain railing 
is carried along to make all secure. In the machine gal-
leries the wires are carried along the ceilings from the 
respective machines to the battery chambers and the 
test box; the battery wires ru nning east and west, and 
the house wires to test box, north and south. The desks 
and machines, which are of Cooke and Wheatstoneõs 
Patent, are all of polished mahogany, and are very 
beautifully fitted up; and there are eighteen desks, thus 
affording accommod ation for thirty -six machines, in the 
six apartments devoted to them. All the wires are nu m-
bered at the desks, to correspond from batteries to ma-
chines, and from machines to the test box, that the elec-
tric ci rcuit may be complete.ó      

òThe west side of the building is devoted to the transac-
tion of the business connected with the cities and towns 
on the North -Western lines, and also to the Great West-
ern; whilst the eastern side is for the service of the East-
ern Counties, South-Eastern, and South-Western lines, 
and the Admiralty.ó 

òSupposing a message is required to be sent to Liver-
pool, the sender goes to the counter on the west side 
and hands the message, wri tten out, to one of the clerks 
there, who takes the money, and gives a receipt for it. 
The written paper is then passed into the translating 
office, where it is duly transferred into the code a r-
ranged by the Company. This done, the clerk touches 
the alarm, and puts the message on the lift  for Live r-
pool, which is immediately drawn up by the clerk at 
the machine, who instantly sets to work and, in a few 
seconds, the messages reaches its destination!ó 

òThe wires from the several railway termini having 
been carefully covered with cotton and insulating m a-
terial, are enclosed in a leaden or other tube, all the in-
terstices between which and the wires, are filled with 
some non-conducting substance. Thus protected, the 
wires are safe from the action of damp; but to secure 
the soft leaden tube from injury by pressure, when laid 
underground, it is enve loped in some insulating matter, 
and passed through pipes of iron, buried at a safe dis-
tance beneath the surface of the earth.ó 

As the anonymous journalist noted, t he Central Tele-
graph Station then possessed thirty-six double-needle 
instruments in its upper  galleries for all its circuits ; each 
instrument had designated lines to serve. A simpler 
single-needle instrument was being introduced at this 
time on rural lines.  In the attics of Foundersõ Court was 
a Bain chemical telegraph, the first so-called fast or 
automatic apparatus, for sending and recording  bulk 
messages such as news, the main traffic in 1848-50, at 
high speed. This device was used on the busiest circuits 
to Liverpool and Manchester, and between the Foun-
dersõ Court and the Strand offices in London.  

The eighty-one house wires led from the instrument ga l-
leries at Foundersõ Court to the basement where they 
connected by a test box to sixty -six line wires. In 1849 
twenty -one subterranean line wires connected with the 
London & North -Western Railway  (corporate successor 
to the London & Birmingham Railway) , nine wires 
went to the Strand office, nine wires to the Eastern 
Counties Railway, nine wires to the South Eastern 
Railway, nine wires to the South-Western Railway and 
nine wires to the A dmiralty. Nine  line wires were then 
spare. These wir es were carried from the Central Sta-
tion  under Foundersõ Court alley and  the streets to the 
four railway termini , to the Strand and to the Adm i-
ralty ð at the railway the line wires emerged to become 
iron wires su spended from wooden poles.  

The batteries of electric cells were located in the two 
vaulted basements; each battery was lettered and num-
bered, and each connecting wire was similarly ident i-
fied. The house and line wires were connected together 
at the so-called test-box in the basement through  two 
rows of metallic pegs and moveable brass loops, ena-
bling  switching to be made between the sixty -six cir-
cuits. The current from each cell was about one volt.  

There were originally thirty -four galvanic batteries each 
either thirty -two inches or twenty inches long by five 
inches wide. The largest battery contained twenty -four 
Cruikshank cells; the smaller twelve cells. From four to 
six ôtwenty-foursõ were needed for the longest circuit 
from London to Edinburgh. By 1854 the number had 
grown to 300 much improved Daniell  batteries, which 
offered a constant current, in a mix of sixes, twelves 
and twenty -fours.  

One legacy of the Companyõs arrangements at Foun-
dersõ Court with its open public hall and surroun ding 
open apparatus spaces on the superior floors was that 
instrument rooms in  large offices were always known 
as Telegraph Galleries.  
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The complex electrical arrangements in the Central 
Telegraph Station were created in 1847 and 1848 by the 
station manager, Nathaniel John Holmes.  

The secretaryõs and accountantõs offices of the Electric 
Telegraph Company were located from 1848 at 64 
Moorgate Street; a very modest, plain mercantile house, 
part of a long block  in a new City thoroughfare made 
up of offices and shops. It  connected at the back with  
the Foundersõ Court public premises from its west side. 
The offices also provided  the private entrance for sub-
scribers to the City n ews-room. For some years John 
Cuffõs dining rooms occupied the ground floor. The 
Company retained this house for its management, ac-
counting and engineering offices until 1859.  

By 1860 the Central Station consisted, in addition to the 
pay hall, of three instrument galleries , the clearing of-
fice, the engineerõs staff and the messengers.  

During 1848 the Electric Telegraph Company reported 
that it had telegraphs completed alongside of the fo l-
lowing rai lways: 

¶ South Eastern Railway  

¶ London & South -Western Railway  

¶ Hull & Selby R ailway  

¶ Darlington & York Railway  

¶ North Midland Railway  

¶ Birmingham & Derby Railway  

¶ Eastern Counties (and North-Eastern) Railway  

¶ Eastern Union Railway  

¶ Norfolk & Brandon Railway  

¶ Wolverton to Peterborough and Stamford 
railway (of the London & North -Western) 

¶ South Devon Railway  

¶ Great Western Railway  

¶ In progress on the London & North -Western 
Railway main lines  

The South Eastern, South-Western, South Devon and 
Great Western arrangements were made by W F Cooke 
before 1846. It should be noted that with those excep-
tions the railway lines above were engineered by either 
Robert Stephenson or his business partner G P Bidder. 
Only parts of the various rai lway lines were wired at 
this time. Incidentally, alone amongst them, the South 
Eastern Railway worked its ow n public telegraphs in 
connection with the Electric companyõs circuits.  

Lines in the north -east of England, an area of important 
mines and industry, were just being negot iated during 
1848. That left very large areas to the west and north-
west that had no prospect of telegraphy even in 1850, 
and so open to competition. With the exception of Pl y-
mouth, Exeter, Bath, Oxford, Chatham, Preston and 
Brighton, all towns over one hundred thousand in 
population were in circuit. The first four were all on the 
lines of the Great Western Railway and its associates.  

Developing its first underground circuits of 184 7 in 
London to connect all of its long-lines, a network of 
small, 3-inch diameter socket-ended cast-iron pipes for 
lead-sheathed, tar-insulated copper wires was laid by 
the Company in 1848 from Foundersõ Court, Lothbury , 

under the street footpaths. These led to a new telegraph 
station in the General Post Office in St Martinõs-le-
Grand and to the Companyõs new office at 448 Strand; 
to the London Bridge station of the South Eastern Rail-
way; to the new Waterloo Bridge station of the London 
& South-Western rail way which replaced its old term i-
nal at Nine Elms; and under  Hyde Park  to Paddington, 
terminus of the Great Western Railway.  A cheaper 
earthenware pipe was laid beneath the Park. In 1848 
connection  from Foundersõ Court to the vital , profit -
generating circuit s to Birmingham and the north  of 
England was made through its subterranean Padding-
ton cable, then by overhead wires along the Great 
Western Railway and the short West London Railway  
at Kensal Green on the western outskirts  of the me-
tropolis to join the rails of the London & North -Western 
Railway at Willesden Junction. Freeman Roe, a well -
known and large -scale plumbing engineer used to la y-
ing iron piping, of 69 S trand, contracted to lay all the 
subterranean cables in London.  

The telegraph office at the immense premises of the 
General Post Office in London was installed at off icial 
request to give the department notice of the arrivals 
and departures of foreign and colonial mail on ships at 
the ports of Dover, Southampton, Liverpool and Fa l-
mouth, and to give orders to post -masters and other 
postal officials throughout the cou ntry. It was also open 
for public message business.  

Expanding the underground network furth er in 1849 
the Company laid another 3-inch pipe from Lothbury 
under the footpaths to the Shoreditch station of the 
Eastern Counties Railway for the city of Norwich and 
agricultural East Anglia . This, apparently, contained 
the first telegraph cable insulated with  the newly -
discovered resin gutta-percha. Later in the same year the 
underground iron conduits and resin-insulated wires 
were extended to the Euston Square terminus station of 
the London & North -Western Railway, and in 1850 to 
the temporary  Kings Cross station at Maiden Lane of 
the newly -opened Great Northern Railway. This latter 
connection was eventually to gi ve a new, shorter route 
to the north -east of England, although the railway was 
violently opposed by the North -Western company.  

Another direct point -to-point  two -needle circuit was 
added to its busiest lines between London, Birmingham 
and Manchester, completed in January 1849, in addition 
to its existing one and its Bain line.  

The Electricõs first òsubmarineó circuit was laid in early 
1849 when it extended its line at Kingston -upon-Hull in 
the north of England. A n indi a-rubber insulated cable, 
manufactured by the short-lived firm of Billings & 
Company for the pioneering cable engineer Charles 
West, was laid through one of the docks, twenty feet 
beneath the water, connecting their new town office 
with the original circuit on the Hull & Selby Rai lway.  

The Company found india -rubber short-lived  as an 
insulator for its underground circuits. C V Walker, tel e-
graph superintendant of the South Eastern Railway, 
had consulted the Companyõs W H Hatcher in regard 



21 

Distant Writing  
 

A History of the Telegraph Companies in Britain between 1838 and 1868 
 

 © Steven Roberts 2006 - 2010  

to providing insulation for damp even wet loc ations 
and was recommended to J & T Forster, india-rubber 
and gutta-percha manufacturers, in the autumn of 1847. 
In response Thomas Forster proposed gutta-percha 
insulation and produced sa mples of covered wire for 
Walker, which he tested thoroughly unde rground for 
over a year and underwater in Folkestone Harbour for 
three months during 1847 and 1848. The railway 
adopted the cables for its long tunnels and for lines 
exposed to the dampest conditions. Forster patented his 
process and immediately sold the rights to the Electric 
Telegraph Company, who were to use his gutta -percha 
insulated copper wires on underground circuits in 
London, Glasgow and Newcastle from November 1848. 

The Company also sold the òElectric Telegraph Com-
panyõs Wireó, with  a gutta-percha insulated thin copper 
core, to electrical and medical instrument ðmakers 
through its independent agent, George Trimbey, of 39 
Queen Street, Cheapside, in the early 1850s.  

J & T Forsterõs wire-covering process owned by the 
Company was not precise enough for reliable insul a-
tion  and was quickly rendered obsolete by the patent of 
Charles Hancock worked by the Gutta-percha Com-
pany whose cable cores were eventually  to bind the 
continents of the world together.  

On June 1, 1849 the Company, in an attempt to intro-
duce the telegraph to the larger Irish railway comp a-
nies, opened a short demonstration line with two -
needle instruments in Dublin. This extended a mile or 
so from the Kingsbridge terminus to the suburb of 
Inchicore on the Great Southern & Western Railway. 
The financial situation was such that none could afford 
its licences. It was to be almost ten years before the 
Company achieved even a limited presence in Ireland.  

As with the general economy, i t was a difficult p eriod 
for the Electric Telegraph Company between 1848 and 
1850. It was making large investments in lines and 
property; it expanded quickly in Lo ndon, too quickly.  
With receipts of just £100 per week it had to borrow  
money in the short-term from the railway contractor, 
Morton Peto, to complete its largest construction work, 
the Central Telegraph Station, as well as generally cut-
ting costs and letting -go many of its newly -trained 
clerk-operators there during March 1848, as well as its 
secretary and other senior officials  and engineers.  

The Electric was compelled by its financial circu m-
stances to reduce the number of its sub-contractors in 
1848. William Reid , one of Wheatstoneõs instrument 
makers and an investor in the Company, had a mainte-
nance contract for all of its lines. This was terminated 
and Reid sued for compensation. He was offered a 
compromise payment and accepted. Reid went on to 
become one of the largest telegraph contractors in the 
country, but he expressed ill-feeling over this ôbetrayalõ 
for the rest of his life.  

But by 1849 the company possessed six public offices in 
London : - the Central Telegraph Station at Foundersõ 
Court, Lothbury; 14 Seymour Street, Euston Square 
(adjacent to the London & North -Western railway te r-

minus); in the Eastern Countiesõ terminus, Shoreditch; 
in the South-Western terminus, Waterloo Bridge; in the 
Great Western terminus, Paddington, and at the Great 
Westernõs West End ticket office, 448 Strand. The com-
pany had by then disposed of both of its former prem-
ises in the Strand.  

Its other principal  offices were: 

Birmingham   73 Canal Street 
Cambridge   Railway Station 
Colchester   Railway Station 
Derby    Railway Station 
Edinburgh   68 Princes Street 
Glasgow   Exchange Square 
Gloucester   Railway Station 
Hull    Bowling Alley lane  
Leeds    Commercial Buil dings 
Lincoln    Railway Station 
Liverpool   Exchange Buildings 
Manchester   The Arcade 
Newcastle   Exchange 
Norwich   Railway Station 
Nottingham   Railway Station 
Rugby    Railway Station 
Sheffield   Railway Station 
Southampton   Railway Station 
Stamford   Railway Station 
Yarmouth   Railway Station 
York    Railway Station 

According to the Company  in 1849 òpublic messages 
could be transmitted in a few minutes, and a nswers 
obtained, to and from the follo w ing (208) placesó:  

Acklington, Alne, Alnwick, Ambergate, Apperby, 
Ardleigh, Ashchurch, Attleborough, Audley End, A y-
cliffe, Ayton, Barking Road, Barnsley, Beeston, Belford, 
Belmont, Belper, Bentley, Berwick-on-Tweed, Beverley, 
Birmingham, Bishopstoke, Blackwall, Bradford, Brai n-
tree, Brandon, Brentwood, Bridlington, Brick Lane, 
Brockley Whins, Brockenhurst, Bromsgrove, Brough, 
Broxbourne, Burton -on-Trent, Calverley, Cambridge, 
Castleford, Chelmsford, Cheltenham, Chesterford , 
Chesterfield, Chittisham, Church Fenton, Clay Cross, 
Cockburnspath, Colchester, Colwick, Countess Thorpe, 
Cowton, Crewe, Croft, Da rlington, Derby, Dereham, 
Dorchester, Duffield, Droitwich, Dunbar, Durham, Ea s-
trea, Eckington, Edinburgh, Edmon ton, Elsenham, Ely, 
Fence Houses, Ferry Hill, Flaxton, Gateshead, Glasgow, 
Gloucester, Gosport, Granton, Grantshouse, Hadding-
ton, Halifax, Harecastle, Hurling,  Road, Harlow, Hel p-
stone, Hertford, Hessle, Hull, Ilford, Ingatestone, Ip s-
wich, Kegworth, Keighley, Kildwick,  Kelveden, Kir k-
stall, Lakenheath, Leamside, Leeds, Leicester, Leith, 
Lesbury, Lincoln, Linlithgow, Linton , Liverpool, Lo n-
don, Longeaton, Longniddery, Longport, Long Stanton, 
Longton, Loughborough, Lowestoffe, Maldon, Ma lton, 
Manchester, Manea, Manningtree, March, Masbroõ, 
Melton, Mildenhall, Mile End, Milford, Morpeth, Ne w-
ark, Newcastle, Newley, Newport, Normanton, 
Northallerton, Norton Bridge, Norwich, No ttingham, 
Oakinshaw, Oakington, Otterington, Peterborough, 
Ponders End, Poole, Portsmouth, Rillington, Raskelf, 
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Resten, Richmond, Ringwood, Rochdale, Romford, 
Rotherham, Roydon, Royston, Rugby, Sawbridgeworth, 
Sawley, Scarborough, Selby, Sessay, Sheffield, Shelford, 
Shipley, Skipton, Slough, Southampton, South Shields, 
Spetchley, Stamford, Stanstead, Staveley, St Ives, Stoke 
on Trent, Stone, Stortford, Stratford, Stratford Road, 
Sunderland, Swinton, Syston, Tamworth, Thetford, 
Thirsk, Todmorden, Tottenham, Tranent, Trentham, 
Tring, Tweedmouth, Ullesthorpe, Uttoxeter, Wakefield, 
Waltham, Ware, Wareham, Washington, Waterbeach, 
Waterloo Station, Watford, Whitacre, Whittlesea, Whi t-
tlesford, Willington, Wimbourne, Winchburgh, Win g-
field, Wisbeach, Witham, Wolverhampton, Wolverton, 
Woolwich, Worcester, Wymondham and York.  

What is interesting about this list are those cities and 
town s yet to be put in circuit.  

The Electric tested Jacob Brettõs patent type-printing 
instrument on its circuit along the Eastern Counties 
railway from Shoreditch in London to Norfolk in East 
Anglia during December 1849. In this the operator 
òplays on keys, each key being pressed down prints a 
capital letter on long, narrow strips of pa peró. The 
Company found the apparatus unreliable  and took no 
further interest. However, the type-printer  was to re-
appear three years later in the hands of a competitor.  

The tipping point as far as the business was concerned 
had been reached, the Company had developed to such 
an extent that in 1850 it had a gross profit of £10,075 on 
revenues of £43,524.  

In 1850 the Great Western Railway transferred the lease 
of the impressive corner site at 448 Strand, at Adelaide 
Street, in the area known as Charing Cross, designed by 
Royal architect, John Nash, to the telegraph company, 
which premises became its prestige West End office.  It 
was notable for the two cupola -topped towers at the 
Charing Cross corner, known as the òpepper potsó. It 
was open for public business day-and-night.  

It also took over one of the four stone lodges at the 
North -Western railwayõs terminus, firmly under the 
protection of the great arch at Euston Square.  

Francis Whishaw, a civil engineer, and secretary of the 
prestigious Royal Society of Arts &  Sciences in London  
from  1843 to 1845, and a manager for the Company 
between 1845 and 1848 wrote an account of the electric 
telegraph in November 1849 for  the ôArtisanõ magazine:  

òThe construction of the telegraphs, chiefly used in 
England, may be thus described: Along the sides of the 
various railways (for by this system it is wise to have 
the telegraph wires protected, as far as possible, by a 
constant supervision) wooden vertical posts of fir ti m-
ber are ranged at convenient distances. Each post is 
furnished with an insulator of earthe nware, through 
which the wires are drawn, to prevent their connexion 
with the wooden posts. The wires are of stout galv a-
nized iron, which are carried from one end of the rai l-
way to the other, except in passing through tunnels, or 
under bridges. In such cases, the insulators are attached 
to the brickwork; and thus the wires are prevented 
from being in contact with the brick work. Each post is 

furnished with a lightning conductor, and is also 
capped with a wooden roof, with dri pping eaves to 
throw the rain water from the wires.ó  

òAt each end of the telegraphs, the line wire is con-
nected with an earth battery, consisting of a large plate 
of zinc or copper, buried in the earth -the object of 
which is to avoid the necessity of a return wire, which 
in the first tel egraphs in England was made use of.ó  

òAt the various stations, one or more of Cooke and 
Wheatstoneõs needle instruments are set up, being con-
nected with the line wires and batteries by wires of 
smaller size, generally covered with silk or cotton, 
which is easily destroyed by the alterations of weather, 
and, therefore, is objectionable. Each telegraph on this 
plan has two wires. The batteries used are of the most 
simple form, consisting of a trough, divided into any 
number of cells, according to the power required. A l-
ternate plates of zinc and copper are connected 
throughout the pile, which dip into sand, saturated 
with dil ute sulphuric acid - the use of the sand being to 
prevent waste of the acid in the battery, when r equired 
to be sent from one station to another ready charged. 
The signals are given by means of the needles, placed in 
front of a dial, on which are written o r engraved, the 
letters of the alphabet, being moved either to the right 
or to the left. Each needle in front of the dial is placed 
on the same axis as a magnetic needle behind the dial, 
which latter is suspended freely in a space, surrounded 
by a coil of wire, through which coil, when the current 
is transmitted either in one direction or the other, the 
needle is deflected either to the right hand or to the left, 
as may be desired; so that, by a certain number of 
movements of each needle, and by the combination of 
the movements of both, every letter of the alphabet, or 
any numeral, is given. As many as thirty letters, under 
ordinary circumstances, are thus transmitted in a mi n-
ute; but by expert manipulators many more. Although 
the requisite movements are easily learned, yet it r e-
quires many weeks for a telegraphist to work the ne e-
dle instrument sufficiently well to be entrusted with a 
communication of any value, whether for railway or 
commercial purposes; moreover, it is requisite that the 
two persons communi cating with each other should be 
equally advanced in the required manipu lations. Some 
of the boys employed by the Electric Telegraph Com-
pany, have acquired wonderful rapidity in the tran s-
mission of messages; while I have known many persons 
give up the occupation altogether, although having no 
other employment to resort to. In case of a telegraphist 
attending the needle instrument being suddenly di s-
abled by illness or otherwise, great inconvenience must 
be experienced, by reason of no one being at hand to 
take his place; whereas by other instruments, as that of 
Siemenõs, &c., which can be worked by man, woman, or 
child, at five minutes õ notice, this inconvenience is done 
away with.ó  

òThe exposure of the wires to atmospheric infl uence, to 
storms of snow, as lately experienced on the South 
Eastern Railway, to the destructive effects of trains 
running off the way, and to the d estruction of the wires 
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by malicious persons (rewards for whose apprehension 
have frequently been offered), are all fatal objections to 
the present English system ever becoming universal.ó  

òMoreover, the expense to railway companies and oth-
ers is a sad drawback to the further extension of this 
system in Great Britain and Ireland - for the railways of 
which alone an extension of at least 2,000 miles is still 
required. The average charge for an electric telegraph, 
with two wires, as hitherto furnished to the various 
railway companies in England, may be stated at not less 
than £150 per mile; added to which an annual sum 
must be calculated on for keeping it in order, and rei n-
stating, when necessary, the wooden posts, &c.ó 

òThe charge for transmission of communications by the 
Electric Telegraph Companyõs telegraphs in England is 
at the rate of one penny (1d) per mile for the first fifty 
miles, and one farthing (¼d) per mile for any distance 
beyond one hundred miles. The South Eastern Railway 
Companyõs charges for telegraphic communica tions are 
even higher than those of the Electric Telegraph Com-
pany. Thus twenty  words, transmitted eighty -eight 
miles, is charged the large sum of 11s (132d); whereas 
the same length of communication for the distance of 
100 miles is only charged 6s 3d (75d) by the Electric 
Telegraph Company.ó  

The Companyõs retrenchment in the late 1840s, when it 
was borrowing money sho rt -term to continue and was 
laying -off clerks, saw it abandon the manufacture of 
Bainõs electric clocks. Bain bought the patents back and 
started his own clock business in 1852.  

The Electric Telegraph Company went before the Judi-
cial Committee of the Priv y Council in London , then 
the highest legal authority in Britain, during  1851 in an 
unsuccessful attempt to extend the life of the initial 
Cooke & Wheatstone master patent that it owned  and 
which w as soon to expire. It did so on the grounds that 
there had not been adequate time to obtain a reasonable 
profit  since it had acquired the rights. In the course of 
this process the books of the Company were made up 
and balanced from the introduction of the electric tel e-
graph to 31st December, 1850:-   

The receipts from railway companies for  licences for the 
use of the companyõs patents were £122,285 13s 2d; the 
receipts from the erection of telegraphs for railways, 
£40,747 4s 2d, the receipts from maintenance and sun-
dries, £7,301 13s 1d; totalling £170,334 10s 5d in income. 
From this were deducted charges, including law and 
parliamentary expenses, of £34,319 6s 7d leaving the 
sum of these capital entries at £136,015 3s 10d.  

The Company charged their capital account with 
£33,603 10s 8d as the value of the thirty -four  patents of 
all descriptions employed in their telegraphs . The book 
value of these patents was nominal as they had been 
bought with shares.  

Regarding the working of its public telegraphs up to  
the end of December 1850; these earned, during the first 
five  years, a total gross sum of  £103,444 7s 11d with 
expenses amounting to £83,265 6s 11d showing a sur-
plus of £20,179 1s 0d. Earnings only accumulated in the 

last three years of the period. This was the total net re-
turn upon a paid -up capital of £104,229 17s. 8d.  

There had been no annual dividend paid on the Com-
panyõs shares for the years 1846 and 1847, then for 1848 
and 1849 it was just 2%; but after five years the corner 
had been turned for the business and two decades of 
real prosperity commenced.  

In 1850 the Electric Telegraph Company possessed 
2,215 miles of line, 13,906 miles of wire and 257 stations; 
carrying  64,734 messages. It then was using 482 two-
needle and 86 single-needle instruments. Besides a 
dividend of 4 per cent on its paid -up capital of £300,000 
in that year the companyõs shareholders, said to total 
just twenty -five individuals,  received a handsome bo-
nus of £15 per £100 share. The Company was to con-
tinue to award bonuses to its loyal proprietors , espe-
cially after the state imposed a div idend limit in 1863.  

The Companyõs engineer, Edwin Clark, waxed lyrical at 
the celebration of the opening of Robert Stephensonõs 
great Britannia Bridge for the Chester & Holyhead 
Railway across the Menai Straits, held at Bangor on 
August 27, 1851. In response to the toast òThe Electric 
Telegraph Companyó he declaimed: 

òThe electric telegraph is an appropriate toast. It is in-
deed the immediate child and offspring of railway e n-
terprise, and another characteristic of the march of civi-
lisation. While, on the one hand, our material wants are 
transmitted with the speed of a hurricane, a slender 
wire conveys our thoughts and our sy mpathies with a 
velocity equalled only by light itself ð our doings this 
day might ere now have been recorded throughout the 
land; yea, even a simultaneous cheer might greet every 
toast from every city in the kingdom. Thus in our o n-
ward march time and space become more and more 
annihilated, and a goal is approached when even a few 
short years of life may rival an eternity. A just tribute of  
admiration has been paid to those enterprising men 
who have thus placed at your disposal such engines of 
social improvement. May the railway and the telegraph 
go hand-in-hand until the whole human race consists of 
one brotherhood, united in action as in mind!ó 

Liverpool had been connected by telegraph with Hol y-
head, the ferry port for Dublin in Ireland , by way of 
Chester, Conway and Bangor, since June 23, 1851, 
alongside of the new railway.  

The Patent Expires 
When the Cooke & Wheatstone master patent expired, 
the Electric Telegraph Company in negotiations after 
1851 had to amend its business model to create a mu-
tual relationship with the railway connection. Henc e-
forth each railway company granted a wayleave to the 
Company to lay wire alongside of its lines  of rail for a 
nominal sum, or even free-of-charge, in return obtain-
ing free use of parallel wires for its own use, that is, of 
course, other than for public messages, and to have 
those wires maintained.  

It was stated in 1851 that the London & North -Western 
Railway had previously paid the Electric Tel egraph 
Company £1,000 annually in licences and for its ser-
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vices in maintaining the wires. In addition its emplo y-
ees were instructed to allow the telegraph company 
access to its rails for repairing its circuits, even going so 
far as sending an extra engine, without charge, when 
there was not a regular train avai lable; and they had to 
immediately report an ything found to be out of order.  

The new model allowed the Great Northern Railway to 
pay £5 a mile per year for its own long circuits, and £2 a 
mile for branches, on six months notice in May 1852. 
The Bristol & Exeter Railway was charged £6 per mile 
per annum for five years, with a £40 terminal commut a-
tion at the end of the contract. In the north -west, the 
Lancaster & Carlisle Railway paid the Electric £5 5s per 
mile a year after the British company asked for £6. The 
charges were for wires for their own use.    

In January 1851 the Company had £600,000 in capital 
subscribed for of which 50% was paid on 6,000 shares 
of £100. Going to Parliament once again for approval 
and authority in that year the original 6,000 shares were 
called-in and re-issued as two shares each of £25 all 
paid. Its borrowing power of £200,000 at that time was 
fixed at one third of the nominal capital with one half 
paid -up. These structural changes were intended to 
make the Companyõs stock more attractive to smaller 
investors as competitive concerns were just about to 
enter the London capital market.  

Unlike its new competition, the Electric eschewed pref-
erence shares and other derivatives, and rarely, after its 
formative years, acquired bond debt.  

________________________ 

The Most Wonderful Thing  

òWe went to the Exhibition and had the electric telegraph 
show explained and demonstrated before us. It is the most 
wonderful thing and the boy who works it does so with the 

greatest of ease and rapidity. Messages were sent out to 
Manchester, Edinburgh, &c., and answers received in a few 

seconds ð truly marvellous!ó 

Queen Victoria, Diary, July 9, 1851 
________________________ 

When the Great Exhibition opened at the Crystal Palace 
in Londonõs Hyde Park during 1851 the Electric Tele-
graph Company demonstrated a system for commun i-
cation with var ious parts of the exhibition building; 
exhibiting as well single -, double-needle and Bain in-
struments, batteries, bells, magneto-electric machines, 
methods of insulation, maps of telegraphs in oper ation, 
and maps showing the daily changes in the nationõs 
weather. It arranged telegraph stations in the many 
galleries and at each of the entrances in connection with 
a main office at the south entrance, where a two-needle 
telegraph was in communication with all of the public 
offices in the country, and where it showed its instr u-
ments. The indoor circuits had a network of smal l sin-
gle-needle telegraphs, used principally for summoning 
the carriages of visitors or for communicating inform a-
tion to the exhibitionõs adjacent police station, although 
capable of transmitting all manner of inform ation.  

The Electric Telegraph Company had a large display at 
the South Entrance of the Exhibition Building demo n-
strating the firmõs investment in the industry. In pride 
of place were Cooke & Wheatstoneõs patent apparatus; 
the famous five-needle telegraph used at Euston Square 
in 1837, the first  two -needle instrument, two common 
two -needle telegraphs, a single-needle telegraph, a 
portable single-needle telegraph and a detector or port-
able galvanometer. There were side stands showing 
eight different pa tterns of electro-magnetic alarm in 
several sizes; eight dial telegraphs ranging through the 
Wheatstone 1840 galvanic prototype to his latest mag-
neto version, including his electric register or counting 
machine and Nott & Gambleõs apparatus. There were 
three types of W H Hatcherõs double index dial tele-
graph receivers used on railways for train co ntrol; four 
type-printing telegraphs , by Wheatstone and by Barlow 
& Forster; two Bain chemical printers and tape punc h-
ing accessories; two magneto-electric machines, one for 
bells and one for working the doubl e index dial; two 
induction machines for the double i ndex dial; and five 
galvanometers; as well as a set of insulators of four 
sorts.   

The Queen was most impressed when she visited the 
Exhibition for the first time on July 9, one several visits 
she and her family made. The Companyõs display was 
the first Her Majesty called at, as it was by the entrance; 
the monarch was received democratically by Edwin 
Clark, the Companyõs engineer, and W H Hatcher, its 
former secretary, rather than by any of the directors, 
which suggests that the royal visit , like so many others, 
was impromptu . The Queen and Prince Albert had 
previously turned up unannounced at grim and grubby 
Wapping on July 26, 1843 to walk together through the 
newly -opened Thames Tunnel to Rotherhithe, but then 
there was just enough time to assemble some of the 
tunnel companyõs directors to òdo the honoursó.  

Ominously for the Company in the year that the patent 
expired there were fifteen other separate exhibits of 
telegraphic apparatus in the Great Exhibition; with W S 
Alexander, Thomas Allan, Frederick Bakewell, Alexa n-
der Bain, Jacob and John Watkins Brett, the British Elec-
tric Telegraph Company, George Edward Dering, 
Charles French, William Thomas Henley, Archibald 
McNair, Henry Mapple, William Reid, Ch arles Vincent 
Walker and Francis Whishaw in the British stands, and 
Siemens & Halske in the Prussian stands. Virtually all 
of these names are to reappear later in this work.  

In 1851 the Company introduced for sale at its station at 
the Great Exhibition  its Franked Message Paper, a pre-
paid message form on pink stock, which allowed 
twenty words to be sent to stations within a ci rcuit of 
fifty miles for 1s 0d .  It could be completed and handed 
in at any of its offices in London .  

The Company provided the Roy al Household at Buck-
ingham Palace with a private circuit with two -needle 
instruments from Foundersõ Court in 1851; a confiden-
tial telegraph clerk was also recruited to accompany the 
Queen on her travels. The Commissioner of Police for 
the Metropolis of Lon don imm ediately followed his 
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sovereignõs initiative with a private wire of his own: a 
confidential circuit from New Scotland Yard, Whit ehall, 
to the Companyõs station at Charing Cross. A telegraph 
was installed at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight, 
the Queenõs summer residence, in October 1852, neces-
sitating a special submarine cable. It was to be an addi-
tional year before Parliament caught up with the Queen 
in electric communication.  

Introducing his copying telegraph in 1851 Frederick 
Bakewell proposed that anyone might write a me ssage 
on a ôpageõ of tinfoil with a common pen dipped in co l-
oured varnish and send it to a telegraph station for 
transmission; a fair facsimile of the writing, or a dra w-
ing, being received at the distant station on electro-
chemically sensitive paper. As well as avoiding the 
need for transcription, and intrusion of errors, by inte r-
vening clerks, it was capable of receiving òsecretó mes-
sages on paper that could only be revealed chemically.  
The copying telegraph featured at the Great Exhibition 
at the Crystal Palace. Bakewell modestly claimed that 
his machine would òsupersede the Post Officeó in the 
delivery of le tters.  

Bakewellõs apparatus, which used a small synchronous 
rotating drum and a longitudinally moving electrical 
ôfeelerõ, was worked experimentally on April 2,  1851 on 
the Electric Telegraph Companyõs fifty -two  mile circuit 
between Foundersõ Court and Brighton on the south 
coast of England, but it was not adopted for public use .  

At the annual meeting of August 15, 1851, the directors 
reported that circuits on the Chester & Holyhead, Lo n-
don & Brighton, and Buckinghamshire Railway had 
opened in the previous six months. New works were in 
hand or were about to be commenced on the Great 
Western, Bristol & Exeter, Great Northern (over the 
whole system) and Manchester, Sheffield & Lincoln-
shire Railways, totalling 970 miles of new line.  

A new era of competition was about open in 1851. With 
the finishing of the first competitive telegraph line in 
prospect, between Liverpool and Manch ester, on Janu-
ary 1, 1852 the Company introduced a spoiling 1s 0d for 
twenty word rate from its two offices in Live rpool, at 33 
Dale Street and Lime Street railway station, to its three 
offices in Manchester, at Ducie Buildings, Victoria rai l-
way station and London Road railway st ation.  

Relations between the Electric company and the Great 
Western Railway, at the time the second largest busi-
ness concern in the country, were strained by its close 
co-operation with the London & North -Western Rail-
way. Between 1845 and 1852 it had only the original 
circuit between London and Slough and a poorly mai n-
tained signal circuit on the long Box Tunnel. Conne c-
tion to Bristol ð the western terminal of the railway ð 
had to be made very indirectly in a long geographical 
ôelbowõ to the north by way of Birmingham and 
Gloucester alongside of the North-Western railway and 
the rails of its allies. The Great Western and the Electric 
companies belatedly came to terms during 1851 and a 
direct circuit finished between London and Bristo l on-
ward west from Slough on March 5, 1852.  

This important agreement rapidly opened the whole 
West Country of England to the telegraph alon gside of 
the Great Westernõs allied lines, the Bristol & Exeter 
Railway, the South Devon Railway (a Cooke & Wheat-
stone licensee), the South Wales Railway, and the Wilts, 
Somerset & Weymouth Railway. The new direct tel e-
graph was opened to the public in Bristol on April 13, 
1852 and Exeter during August 1852, where it con-
nected with the old line on the South Devon, puttin g 
Plymouth in the far west in n ational circuit on August 
14, 1852. On October 15, 1852 the Electric opened cir-
cuits for the Admiralty from Exeter to Plymouth, D e-
vonport navy yard and Stonehouse, with a connection 
to the Port Adm iralõs house. The whole industrial coast 
of South Wales was connected by the year end of 1852. 

Also on October 15, 1852, the amalgamation of the Elec-
tric and the Irish Submarine company, with rights for 
the Holyhead to Howth cable was a pproved.  

Eight wires were erected from London t o Swindon 
where the circuits divided, four fo llowing the main line 
to Bristol and Cornwall, all on poles on the south side 
of the rails, the remaining four diverging along the 
branch for Gloucester and South Wales.  

To connect these new lines with Foundersõ Court a new 
underground cable was laid to Charing Cross, then 
down Whitehall and Birdcage Walk, past Buckingham 
Palace and under Hyde Park to access Paddington 
railway station in November 1852. It replaced the exist-
ing two wire circuit with one of sixtee n galvanised 
brass wires insulated with gutta-percha bound with 
webbing and covered in tar forming an òopen ropeó. 
These were protected in the Companyõs common three-
inch diameter socket-ended cast-iron pipe.  

In addition to advances in the west, on the eastern side 
of the country, the Electricõs new relationship with the 
Great Northern Railway resulted in a 160 mile long -line 
with six wires from London to Doncaster. It was co n-
structed for the Company by William Reid, Cooke & 
Wheatstoneõs original telegraph engineer and contrac-
tor, and opened on March 10, 1852, providing an alter-
native telegraph route to Scotland to that alongside of 
the London & North -Western Railway.  

The special circuits to the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park 
were put to good use after the Great Exhibition closed 
in late 1851. They were connected to a new station at 1 
Parkside on Knightsbridge, opposite the Palace site, 
convenient for the elegant Grosvenor estate, Belgravia 
and Brompton, and for the betting market at Tatte r-
sallõs; to a new subterranean cable under Hyde Park to 
Paddington; and to a private wire to the Chai rmanõs 
house in Lowndes Square in 1852!  

According to its competition the Electric Telegraph 
Companyõs connections were such that it was able to 
enlist the support of the Railw ay Clearing House in its 
parliamentary battles preventing or limiting the powers 
of other telegraphs during 1851 and 1852. The Clearing 
House, created on January 2, 1842, ostensibly had the 
role of balancing inter -company accounts in passenger 
and goods traffic. It became so essential to the compa-
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niesõ business that it was empowered by its own Act of 
Parliament in June 1850. It soon also became the repre-
sentative body for all of the railway companies in Bri t-
ain and Ireland. In September 1851 it appointed a òpar-
liamentary agent to watch, at the expense of the associ-
ated companies, any bills other than railway bills, 
which may be brought into Parliament in order that no 
clause injurious to the interests of railway companies 
may be passed unnoticed.ó Thomas Coates, a solicitor, 
was appointed to the post; to be, in modern terms, their 
ôlobbyistõ, and his first reports were on the telegraph 
bills then in pr ogress.  

The Clearing House was formed at the instance of the 
London & North -Western Railway and had its prem ises 
on land leased from the railway company, adjacent to 
its station at Euston Square in London.  

Even if short-lived, the Electricõs influence through the 
Railway Clearing House in 1851 and 1852 was such that 
competitive telegraph companies were effectively ex-
cluded from all the railway routes into London, being 
confined to pr ovincial lines .  

________________________ 

Table 5 

The Telegraph and the Railways in 1852  
Miles of Telegraph Line in Operation  

Compiled by C V Walker  

Just before competitive concerns became fully opera-
tional the Electric Telegraph Company had these lines 
in circuit, according to an unofficial su rvey:  

          Miles of Line        Instruments 
Edinburgh & Glasgow Railway    

80½   16 
Edinburgh & Granton Railway    

5½   8 
North British Rai lway     

66  14 
York, Newcastle & Berwick Railway  
   193  48 
York & North Midland Railway    

164  23 
Lancashire & Yorkshire Railway  
   96¾   31 
Midland Railway     

353¾     76 
London & North -Western Railway 
   236½   37 
South Devon Railway    

4  2 
Newmarket Railway     

17  4 
Eastern Union Railway     

19½  10 
London & South -Western Railway 
   169  20 
Eastern Counties Railway   

256½   88 
Norfolk Railway     

104¼   30 
North Staffordshire Railway    

121  22 
South Staffordshire Railway    

11¼   4 
Northampton & Peterbor ough Railway  
   57½   12 
London & Croydon Rai lway   

8  4 
Great Western Railway    

19  2 
Manchester & Sheffield Railway    

16½   8 
London & Blackwall Railway    

3½   4 
Various mineral railways    

6¾   8 
Streets of London    

?  10 
South Eastern Railway     

182  77 

This list totals 2,192 miles of line and 558 instruments 
and was taken from figures published in 1852 by 
Charles Walker, superintendent of telegraphs for the 
South Eastern Railway Company, running from Lo n-
don to Dover. This railway operated its own pub lic 
telegraphs in circuit with the Ele ctric company using 
Cooke & Wheatstoneõs two-needle system.  

________________________ 

The Passage of Time  
From its creation the Electric company had installed 
handsome, long-cased electrically-driven Bain regulator 
clocks in all of its public offices, which , in 1846, on the 
initiative of Francis Whishaw, then managing the me s-
sage department, were corrected to the minute daily by 
a time-signal from its head office.  

Above the Royal Observatory at Greenwich was a 
òtime balló, regulated by a precise solar clock, the de-
scent of which had been used since 1833 by mariners on 
the river Thames leaving the Port of London to set their 
chronometers for ocean navigation.  

During 1851 the Astronomer-Royal installed an electric 
chronometer to the design of Charles Shepherd , a 
clockmaker of 53 Leadenhall Street, City, at the Green-
wich Observatory , at a cost of £70. This, too, was deli-
cately adjusted as needed from readings off the solar 
clock. The electric chronometer was placed in circuit 
with four other clocks in the Observatory and, during 
July 1852, in co-operation with the South Eastern Rail-
way, with another on display at the railwayõs terminal 
station at London Bridge , ten miles away, so that each 
beat simultaneously with each other. C V Walker, the 
railway companyõs telegraphic superintendent, took the 
first electric time signal from Greenwich at 4pm on A u-
gust 5, 1852 at the London Bridge terminus and it was 
simultaneously received at its Dover station. The ex-
periments continued daily over the next few weeks, one 
time signal being extended automatically to all the 
railway st ations on the line at least once in each day.  

The existing large public clock at London Bridge made 
by John Carter, chronometer maker to the Royal Navy, 
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of 61 Cornhill, City and 207 Tooley Street, Southwark, 
next to the terminus, was adapted with an electric 
check to take the precise time signal.   

It was intended that this òtime circuitó be extended 
from London Bridge to the Electric Telegraph Co m-
panyõs station at Foundersõ Court in July 1852 where its 
beat would regulate the Companyõs Bain electric clocks 
and hence the daily time-signal to all of its offices.  

The Electric Telegraph Companyõs òtime worksó also 
involved the laying of new underground circuits and  
the install ation of a six-foot diameter electric time-ball 
constructed of red-painted zinc on a twenty -foot post 
on the roof of its prominent Strand premises at Charing 
Cross in the West End of London. A rod in the post 
connected with a piston in a cast-ir on cylinder at the 
base which regulated its descent by air-pressure. It was 
released electrically through a dedicated circuit in con-
cert with the  original  time-ball at Greenwich Observa-
tory so that both dropped at exactly one oõclock each 
day, from August 28, 1852. The electric time-ball al-
lowed the pu blic in the Strand and its environs to set 
their clocks and watches with equal precision.  

The time signal from Shepherdõs clock at Greenwich 
was used to adjust the electric regulator clock in the 
Strand office which controlled, on sub-circuits, the elec-
tric time ball on its roof and a very large gas -
illuminated Bain electric clock with four dials on a tall 
cast-iron pillar on the pavement outside. In Fe bruary 
1855 another time circuit was introduced along the 
South Eastern railway from Greenwich for the Adm i-
ralty to work an electric time -ball at the Royal Navy 
Dockyard at Deal, on the Kent coast.  

The Royal Observatory eventually had telegraphic con-
nections for transmitting time signals with the Electric 
company at its Greenwich station, with the Magnetic 
company through its Deptford office and with the Lo n-
don District company at their office in Greenwich town. 
These were used for time signals to all of their respec-
tive public stations and offices to set regulator clocks 
that passers-by might adjust their watches.  

With this public success the Electric immediately added 
an electric time-ball to its main office in the great sea-
port of Live rpool in 1854; another was subsequently 
put up by John French, a chronometer maker, on the 
roof of his prem ises at 80 Cornhill in the centre of Lon-
don, with a private time circuit from Foundersõ Court. 
In Liverpool there was also a very large municipal ele c-
tr ically-controlled clock with six faces on the Victoria 
Tower, said to be the largest existing in 1859, in circuit 
with the Liverpool Observatory. In Edinburgh by 1855 
the city authorities had erected an electric time-ball on 
the Nelson Monument, Calton Hill, overlooking the 
city, controlled by their observatory. Shortly afterwa rds 
a wire was run from the Edinburgh Obse rvatory to the 
great port of Glasgow to work an electric time -ball on 
the Sailorsõ Home overlooking the river Clyde.  

The electro-pneumatic mechanism for the time-ball was 
designed by Edwin Clark, the Companyõs engineer, in 
1850 and was manufactured by John Sandys, of 72 Up-

per Whitecross Street, London, one of its contractors for 
instruments . In 1863 it was quoting £110 for a time-ball, 
£25 for a regulator clock, and £40 a year for providing a 
time-signal. To this would be added the construction of 
the circuit and subsequent maintenance.  

An extremely precise transmitting instrument for the 
time signal, called the Chronopher (or Chronofer), was 
latterly devised by the Companyõs Samuel Alfred Var-
ley, younger brother of  C F Varley, in 1854 in Liverpool. 
The circuits were closed to traffic just before the hour 
and the time signal received from this device by ord i-
nary needle telegraph instruments. The Chronopher 
was used to send Greenwich time to all of the Com-
panyõs offices in the following year to adjust their reg u-
lator clocks so that the public might correct their 
watches from them. 

In November 1867, the ôGentlemanõs Magazineõ de-
scribed the workings of the Greenwich signals and the 
Chronopher: òOne of these signals passes to the Electric 
& International Telegraph Companyõs offices in Moor-
gate Street, London, where there is placed a very beau-
tiful piece of mechanism, planned by Mr. C. F. Varley  
(sic), and called by him the òchronopheró, the office of 
which is as follows : At a few seconds, only four or five, 
before the hour, it cuts off the connection between 
every speaking instrument in the establishment and the 
wires leading therefrom to the provinces and along the 
railway lines, and it òswitchesó all these wires on to the 
one wire along which the Greenwich signal is to come ; 
so that, at a few seconds to the hour Greenwich is what 
is technically termed òput throughó to every station in 
the companyõs service, and to every office to which the 
companyõs wires are led. At the hour the Greenwich 
signal comes, and, without a momentõs stoppage or any 
interruption, passes through the scores of wires that 
emanate from the office, and through every branch of 
the ramification into which, all over the country, these 
main lines d iverge and spread. At two seconds after the 
hour the chronopher restores the connection between 
the wires and speaking instruments, and the ordinary 
business is resumed, having been interrupted only for 
the brief space of four or five seconds. As it is needless 
that this signal should be repeated very frequently, the 
above marvellous operation is performed only once a 
day, at 10amé It is by means of these signals that time-
balls are dropped and time-guns fired, and provincial 
clockmakers are enabled to exhibit dials showing 
Greenwich time in their shop windows. ó 

Starting in Liverpool in 1857 public clocks began to 
have an electric check installed which connected them to 
a single master timepiece that was regulated to one 
minute accuracy. The master clock at the Liverpool 
Exchange regulated commercial clocks in clockmakers 
and similar premises, and that at the Town Hall the 
public clocks, with electric circuits. This was a munic i-
pal initiative unconnected with but enabled by the 
timekeeping of the telegraph companies. Electric checks 
were soon adopted by the clockmakers of London and 
by the cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh.  
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So it came about that regional east-to-west time diffe r-
ences were abolished and London, or rather Greenwich, 
time became the national standard.  

The Company began to transmit Greenwich time to the 
astronomical observatories at Cambridge and Edin-
burgh in Britain during 1854, then subs equently to the  
observatories at Brussels in Belgium and Paris. These 
latter signals were used to determine (by the standards 
of the period) the exact difference of longitude between 
the observatories.  

On April 1, 1853 the Company opened its House of 
Commons Telegraph Office in the Lobby or Octagon 
Hall of the newly -rebuilt Parliament. It used two -
needle instruments to send the reports of its Parliamen-
tary shorthand -writers a half mile or so to its St Jamesõs 
Street office in the centre of the most prosperous part of 
London and to Foundersõ Court. At St Jamesõs Street 
half-hourly a bstracts of proceedings were printed by its 
own compositor and press-man for circulation to fou r-
teen nearby gentlemenõs clubs and to the salon of the 
Royal Italian Opera House in the Haymarket by its 
three messengers. This also served to òwhip-inó Mem-
bers of Parliament when a division vote was required 
and was continued by the Company until 1868. Much 
longer, almost verbatim , abstracts of debates were tele-
graphed daily from Foundersõ Court to newspapers 
and subscribers in the provinces. The office also gave 
Members of Parliament and the Lords Temporal and 
Spiritual access to the telegraph at the doors of their 
respective Chambers and, less popularly with the 
elected element, gave constituents immediate access to 
their representatives.  

The Houses of Parliament caught up with technology 
quickly. Th e addition of the telegraph station in the 
Lobby was accompanied in April 1853 by a large elec-
tric clock over the principal entrance. At the same time 
the Electric Telegraph Company installed a general 
system for notifying members of a division vote by 
means of thirty electric bells wired throughout the Pa l-
ace, all òset in motionó by an officer of the House at the 
Lobby door.  

Circuits of Air  
To overcome the difficulty of sudden surges of me s-
sages at branches, in 1853 the Electric company intr o-
duced a 200 yard long  1½ inch diameter subterranean 
pneumatic tube between its Central Station, where 
there were many clerk-operators, and the Stock Ex-
change in London, where its office was particularly 
confined. A small stationary steam engine drew  con-
tainers of bulk messages from brokers and jobbers by 
atmospheric pressure. The engineer was the Companyõs 
Latimer Clark. It was so effective in collecting written 
messages in bulk  that a slightly larger diameter 1,000 
yard long vacuum  tube was added in 1858 to the 
branch in Cornhill  in London , and another from 
Lothbury down Fenchurch Street to the Mincing Lane 
office, serving the provisions trade, in June 1860.  

In July 1860, Andrew Wynter, MD, wrote, in the mag a-
zine ôOnce a Week,õ a description of the air circuits: 

òFor some years the Electric & International Telegraph 
Company have employed this new power to expedite 
their own business. Thus their chief office at Lothbury 
has been for some time put in communication with the 
Stock Exchange and their stations at Cornhill and Min c-
ing Lane, and written messages are sucked through 
tubes, thus avoiding the necessity of repeating each 
message.ó  

òWe witnessed the apparatus doing its ordinary work 
only the other day in the large telegraphic apar tment of 
the company in... Moorgate Street. Five metal tubes, of 
from two to three inches in diameter, are seen trained 
against the wall, and coming to an abrupt termination 
opposite the seat of the attendant who ministers to 
them. In connection with their butt -ends other smaller 
pipes are soldered on at right angles; these lead down 
to an air-pump below, worked by a small steam -engine. 
There is another air-pump and engine, of course, at the 
other end of the pipe, and thus suction is established to 
and fro through its whole length. Whilst we a re looking 
at the largest pipe we hear a whistle; this is to give no-
tice that a despatch is about to be put into the tube at 
Mincing Lane, two -thirds of a mile di stant. It will be 
necessary therefore to exhaust the air between the end 
we are watching and that point. A little trap -door - the 
mouth of the apparatus - is instantly shut, a cock is 
turned, the air -pump below begins to suck, and in a 
few seconds you hear a soft thud against the end of the 
tube - the little door is opened, and a cylinder of gutta -
percha encased in flannel, about four inches long, 
which fits the tube, but loosely, is i mmediately ejected 
upon the counter; the cylinder is opened at one end, 
and there we find the despatch.ó  

òAt the station of the Company... it acts the part of mes-
senger between the different parts of the establishment. 
The pipes wind about from room to room, sufficient 
curve being maintained in them for the passage of the 
little travelling cylinder which contains the message, 
and small packages, and written communic ations.ó 

As provinc ial message traffic also grew, on June 22, 
1864 pneumatic tubes were opened in Liverpool b e-
tween the Companyõs main office in Castle Street 300 
yards to its branch in Water Street and another 1,000 
yards to the Exchange. As improved by  the Companyõs 
Latimer Clark and C F Varley the new Liverpool  air 
tube was ôdouble-actingõ, working me ssage carriers 
both ways. There was a one-horsepower steam engine 
in the Castle Street basement working two air pumps, 
along with a vacuum cylinder and a compr essed air 
cylinder, both ten feet long by four feet in diameter. The 
system worked 20 inches of vacuum or 11 pounds per 
square inch pressure on the 1½ inch diameter lead 
tubes in 2 inch iron pipes, drawing or propelling me s-
sage carriers to-and-fro at an estimated forty miles -per-
hour. The instrument clerks at the tube ends used elec-
tric bells to signal the men at the pneumatic valves and 
pumps.  

In the following year , 1865, Birmingham and Manche s-
ter had message-carrying  air tubes. The Company, the 
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Board reported, had then spent Ã4,400 on these ôair cir-
cuitsõ. The London air circuits were also extended.  

The two pneumatic tubes in Manchester connected the 
new main telegraph station in York Street with 
branches in Ducie Buildings at the cityõs Royal Ex-
change (510 yards) and in Mosley Street (320 yards) on 
December 6, 1864. An additional 17 yard tube was 
added to connect the counter at York Street with  the 
instrument gallery . There were 1½ inch diameter iron 
tubes, a 13 hp steam pump at York Street, with a vac-
uum cylinder to draw the message carriers and a pres-
sure cylinder to return them. As in Liverpool t hey were 
controlled by a system of electric bells.  

In the city of Birmingham, a  1½ inch diameter, 140 yard 
pneumatic tube was laid between the Companyõs office 
at the Exchange and the telegraph at the New Street 
railway station  through which the long lines to London, 
Liverpool and Manchester passed. It was worked by a 
small 3hp steam engine.  

By 1870 the Companyõs new General Offices at Tele-
graph Street in London was at the heart of a much 
enlarged network of seven air circuits: to Fenchurch 
Street, 980 yards; Leadenhall Street, 670 yards; Gresham 
House, 588 yards; Cornhill, 490 yards; Old Broad Street, 
for the British India n Submarine Telegraph Company, 
370 yards; the Stock Exchange, 324 yards and Foundersõ 
Court, 223 yards. The first two tubes were to a new 
large 2¼ inch diameter, the remainder to the original 
1½ inch size. The internal circuits within the General 
Offices then consisted of five tubes: to the Anglo-
American Telegraph Companyõs instruments, 62 yards; 
to the Indo-European Telegraph Companyõs instru-
ments, 57 yards; to the Engineerõs office, 50 yards; to 
the new South Instrument Gallery , 50 yards (all 2¼ 
inches in diameter  and installed in the previo us eight-
een months); and to the Intelligence Department, 44 
yards (1½ inches diameter). The basement steam engine 
had to be replaced with a much larger 20hp version to 
cope with demand  for air and vacuum . The air was also 
used for other purposes in the bui lding.  

These pneumatic telegraphs, carrying paper messages 
in bulk  from office  counters to instrument  galleries, 
were the first of hundreds of miles laid in Europe and 
in Ame rica.  

Direction  
As well as capitalists and investors such as the brothers, 
J Lewis Ricardo and Samson Ricardo, the Company 
very quickly attracted an array of technical and ma n-
agement talent to its direction; Robert Stephenson, en-
gineer of the London & Birmingham Railway , the Lon-
don & North -Western Railway and of that companyõs 
many ir on relatives, was to sit on the board, joining  his 
business partner , the so-called ôcalculating boyõ, George 
Parker Bidder. Bidder was a mathematical prodigy who 
became engineer of the London & Blackwall , South 
Eastern and many other railway s in England and India ; 
he was the largest shareholder in 1846 and for many 
years subsequently, remaining a director from its 
founding until its end in 186 9. Bidder also had his law-

agent, Richard Till, as a director. Till stayed with the 
Board until the mid  1860s.  

In September 1853 the Board comprised J Lewis Ri-
cardo, chairman, G P Bidder, W F Cooke, Thomas 
Crutchley, Lord Alfred Paget, S M Peto, W H Smith, 
Richard Till, and Colonel Wylde CB.  

During the early 1850s the railway contractor and fi n-
ancier Morton Peto was the most important new board 
member. Peto had privately lent a substantial sum of 
money to rescue the Company in 1849, and was soon to 
guarantee the finances of the Great Exhibition of 1851, 
such were his means. But by 1866 he was ruined.  

By the 1860s the largest shareholder was Joseph 
Whitworth, the steel -master of Manchester, whose in-
terests ranged from precision machine tools through 
steel manufacture to armaments. He held £70,000 of 
stock in 1860 and was also a director of and large 
shareholder in the London & North -Western Railway.  

The ruthless General Manager of the London & North -
Western Railway Company, then by far the largest pu b-
lic corporation in the world, Mark Huish, became de p-
uty chairman in 1860 and stayed until his death early in 
1867. He was replaced in that role by Frederick N Mic k-
lethwait, a director of the Great Western Railway. Pr e-
viously Lord Alfred Paget, also a director of the North -
Western railway, had became a director in 1853, and 
Thomas Brassey, the greatest contractor for building  
railways and other public works in Britain, Europe and 
America, and yet another a director of the North -
Western, joined the board in 1858. Both stayed until the 
end in 1869.  

W H Smith, the newspaper, magazine and book dis-
tributor , and Member of Parliament for Westmi nster, 
also was on the Companyõs board in the 1850s.  

Robert Stephenson became a director of the Company 
on February 21, 1855, succeeding to the chairmanship 
of the Electric Telegraph Company in 1857, replacing J 
Lewis Ricardo. But sadly his tenure ended with his 
premature death in 1859. The lawyer Robert Grimston 
took the chair for the rest of the Companyõs existence.  

In addition to the Board in London the Company mai n-
tained small committees of shareholders not necessarily 
directors, in Manchester, Liverpool, Bristol, Glasgow, 
Edinburgh, Bradford & Leeds, Newcastle and Hull, the 
membership varying in numbers from seven to one. 
These local committees were a peculiarity of the domes-
tic telegraph companies, serving primarily to encou rage 
share participation and to monitor service prov ision at 
local level.  

The Companyõs first Secretary, which in the nineteenth 
century was the senior salaried managerial position, 
equivalent to  legal and business manager or chief ex-
ecutive officer, was William Henry Hatcher, an ambi-
tious civil engineer  interested in electrical apparatus. As 
well as being secretary he was the firmõs chief engineer 
and was also responsible, along with W F Cooke, for 
the construction of the first 1,700 miles of line that the 
Company buil t. He left in 1848 when severe cut-backs 
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in staff and costs were required by the Board. He was 
replaced by James Sealy Fourdrinier,  a lawyer, and one 
of the famous Huguenot émigré family  of paper-
makers. Fourdrinier, the Electricõs longest serving man-
ager, effectively oversaw the maturity of the Com pany 
in the 1850s; but he did not seem to be aware of the 
opport unities and threats the telegraph industry faced 
in the 1860s. On his retirement he was succeeded in 
January 1864 by Henry Weaver, who remained as the 
senior management figure until 1869. Weaver had been 
manager of the International Telegraph Company and 
Superintendent of the Electricõs London District. Subse-
quently Weaver went on to be connected with the Indo -
European Telegraph Company, and became Managing 
Director of the Anglo -American Telegraph Company. 

In 1864 William Reid, the telegraph contractor, claimed 
that the òpower behind the throneó at the Electric Tele-
graph Company in the p eriod 1848 to 1859 was Douglas 
Pitt Gamble, Private Secretary to J Lewis Ricardo. 
Gamble obtained this post as part of the resolution of 
the legal suit over Nott & Gambleõs telegraph and used 
his influence to have appointments made. These in-
cluded the replacement of W H Hatcher by J S 
Fourdrinier in the role of Secretary . Fourdrinier, Reid 
claimed, had a poor reputation, being a weak negotia-
tor, bullying of the clerks and a toady to the board. He 
was only there to ôkeep the seat warmõ for Gamble. 

By 1863 the much enlarged and more professional 
board of directors  had come to their own concl usion 
and tried to pay Fourdrinier off with a £300 a year pe n-
sion but the shareholders, led by Reid, objected. A 
compromise was come to with a lump sum of £1,000 
being paid.  

Gamble successfully lobbied for his financial backer, 
Colonel William Wylde, to be appointed to the board of 
directors. That did not do him much good: in 1859 
Gamble was summarily dismissed from his several 
positions in the Company for referring to the Board as 
òa set of old womenó.  

A note is necessary on William Wyl de, who was a di-
rector of the Electric Telegraph Company from  1848 
until 1870. Wylde was an officer of the Royal Artillery, 
serving in Holland at the end of the French Wars. As an 
out-of-place half-pay major in the early 1830s he be-
came an Assistant Poor Law Commissioner. Between 
1836 and 1847 he was British military agent in Port ugal 
during a civil war , cannily employing his two sons as 
secretaries. As his reward he became Equerry to Prince 
Albert  in 1847, rising to be Groom of the Bedchamber in 
1848. From this point on he became the archetypal am-
bitious courtier, marrying his only daughter off to a 
rich nort hern coal-owner. His army rank increased, 
achieving Major -General on June 20, 1854. In 1868 he 
became honorary Master-Gunner of the Royal Artillery. 
It  may be said that he rose without trace.  

Wylde did, however, use his royal connections to inter-
est the Queen and Prince Albert in the telegraph.  

J S Fourdrinier was latterly paid £750 per annum in 
salary. Henry Weaver received £1,000 a year on his ap-
poin tment.  

Thomas Colling Bennett was Accountant to the Com-
pany from the 1850s to the end. He latterly was also 
Secretary to the Channel Islands Telegraph Company 
and, when Henry Weaver left for the Indo -European 
company, became the Electricõs last manager.  

Between 1845 and 1848 W H Hatcher was assisted by 
Francis Whishaw, who in todayõs language may be said 
to have devised and developed the systems and proc-
esses used in the correspondence or message depart-
ment. Whishaw, a prominent writer on technology, also  
undertook a large amount of public relations work, 
placing articles in the press and organising exhibitions 
for the Company.  

The assistant secretary from around 1852 was W B Bar-
chard, who had previously been chief clerk in Live r-
pool. From the mid -1850s until 1870 the position was 
held by Henry Schütz-Wilson. He was employed by the 
Company to manage its ôforeign affairsõ; travelling on 
its behalf through the German states and into Russia 
negotiating traffic rights. Schütz -Wilson was also a 
well -known Alpin ist and writer.  

The brothers, Edwin and Latimer Clark , the Electric 
companyõs engineers throughout the 1850s and 60s, had 
both been employees of Robert Stephensonõs civil engi-
neering firm before joining the Company.  Whilst wor k-
ing on the great Britannia Bridge carrying the Chester & 
Holyhead Railway cross the Menai Straits from Wales 
to Anglesey from 1846 to 1850 Latimer Clark had a 
cannon ignited by an electric current each morning to 
awaken the labour force. Edwin Cla rk replaced W H 
Hatcher in 1848. When he left to return to hydraulic 
and dock engineering in 1855 his younger brother was 
promoted from assistant engineer. Between them they 
managed the Companyõs major constructional works 
on land and sea, and were to have immense influence 
on domestic and underwater telegraphy .  

Cromwell Fleetwood Varley, the Electricõs most impo r-
tant electrician, initially for the London district in 1850 
then for its entire network,  in charge of all its apparatus 
and a major contributor to its techn ical base, was alone 
in having no other employer. He advised on many 
other major electrical projects and apparatus, including 
several of the Atlantic cables. His brother, Samuel A l-
fred Varley , also worked for the Company  for a period .  

Nathaniel John Holmes, the manager and electrician of 
the Foundersõ Court station, was let go in 1848. He, too, 
was subsequently to make several innovations in tele-
graphy, domestically and in submarine works. He was 
a close associate of Wheatstone.  

The Companyõs principal bankers were the formidable 
Glyn & Co ., of 67 Lombard Street, who performed a 
similar function for the London & North Western , 
Great Western and many other  railway  companies. 
George Carr Glyn was for a long time chairman of the 
London & North Western Railway, though the bank 
was not represented on the Electricõs board.  
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As can be seen the railway interest if not dom inant was 
heavily represented in all aspects of the Electric Tele-
graph Companyõs capital and management. From be-
ginning to end t here was a strong cross-representation 
of both direction and shareholding  between the rail-
ways and the Electric .  

Systematic Expansion  
At the start of 1852 the Electric Telegraph Company 
announced that it had its Central Station in London and 
226 provincial stations, 70 of which had constant atten-
dance, day-and-night. It was working 2,500 miles of 
line with another 800 miles òin process of suspensionó.  

James Graves, when he joined the Company as a clerk 
on February 26, 1852, had this impression of his new 
employer: 

òThe Electric Telegraph Companyõs Office is in 
Lothbury behind the Bank of England.  Although they 
have numerous other offices, this one is the chief of the 
metropolitan offices and in fact of all the stations in the 
Company. It is as it were the centre of the Company, 
here all orders, rules and regulations are issued, and all 
the accounts received examined and passed, to this 
place the whole of the stations forward at intervals of 
two or three days all the messages received by them 
together with an abstract of them all. The whole ma n-
agement of this Companyõs business is carried on here.  
It is in this place that all the lines of telegraph in the 
United Kingdom and from the Continent radiate into 
one common centre - hence the distinctive appellation 
of ôCentral Stationõ is derived and given to the 
Lothbury Station. The building in itself is a very exte n-
sive one, it consists of a large hall open up to the sky-
light - this is approached by a narrow passage called 
Founderõs Court, in front over the doorway may be 
seen the large clock worked by electricity. On attaining 
the interior of the hall immediately before you may be 
seen the Committee Room - on the left a flight of stairs - 
leading to different departments on the different floors, 
some devoted to examination of papers, messages, ac-
counts and other to instrumental operations, forwar d-
ing and receiving the messages. Another department is 
occupied in making up ôExpressesõ and supplying press 
intelligence, this is called the Intelligence Department.ó 

òOn the right of the entrance behind the counter (which 
extends round two sides of the hall) is situated the 
Code Room, the Superintendentõs office and immedi-
ately over this is the Secretaryõs Office and other De-
partments, the highest of which is used for instrume n-
tal work. The messages on either side are raised from 
the Counter to the Instrument Room by means of a ôliftõ 
which consists of a wooden square tube divided into 
two parts - a wheel and windlass handle placed at the 
top over which passes a rope furnished at each end 
with a square box ð so that when one box is at the top 
the other is at the bottom and vice versa. A signal is 
given to draw up or put down the messages by means 
of a small bell and communication is held from top to 
bottom and vice versa by means of a gutta-percha 
speaking tube. The whole establishment is carried on 
by strict order and discipline and every different D e-

partment has its own description of employment. U n-
der the building is a large cellar where the batteries, 
acid, etc, are kept. The broken instruments or those 
found defective are repaired on the premises.ó  

The Companyõs paid-up capital at the end of 1852 was 
£512,000 with  a reserve fund of £73,400. It had spent 
£416,693 on its telegraphs including patent rights, 
spending £13,100 in that year on renewals and mainte-
nance. Receipts from messages in 1852 had been 
£40,087; costs on that account had been £26,232 allow-
ing for a dividend of 6 ½ % and a sum placed to the re-
served fund. The principal directors at this time were J 
L Ricardo, G P Bidder, R Till  and S M Peto.  

To combat competition a one shilling for twenty word 
message rate was launched in August 1853 for all sta-
tions within fifty miles of London, specifically inclu d-
ing Birmingham, Brighton, Cambridge, Coventry, 
Northampton, Oxford, Rugby and Windsor.  

Between 1852 and 1853 the Company promoted several 
Bills in Parliament for powers that directly threatened 
its competition. In November 1852 it proposed  a Bill to 
acquire the Submarine Telegraph Company. It also 
launched a Bill to enable a subsidiary, the Intern ational 
Telegraph Company, to work circuits in Britain along 
roads, railways and canals, as well as underwater ca-
bles to continental Europe. Then, in November 1853, it 
sought ambitious authority to work circuits in its own 
name not just in Great Britain, Ireland an d in all Her 
Majestyõs overseas dominions but also throughout 
Europe, Asia, Africa and America. These remarkably 
aggressive prospective legal powers were either re-
jected or abandoned. 

Also during December 1853, imitating its competition 
that had adopted apparently weather -resistant subter-
ranean circuits, the Electric Telegraph Company com-
menced laying long lines of six underground òexpressó 
wires insulated with gutta-percha resin from London to 
Manchester and Liverpool, and from Manchester to 
Leeds, in iron  pipes alongside of the London & North -
Western Railway.  

Despite having its assistant engineer, Latimer Clark, 
rigorously test its new subterranean cables underwater 
at the Gutta-percha Companyõs works in London in 
April 1852 it was surprised by the slow t ransmission of 
messages when compared with its overhead lines. The 
Company then had Michael Faraday and George Airy, 
two of the countryõs most eminent scientists, examine 
the new lines. Faraday electrically tested two 100 mile 
coils of 1/16 inch diameter c opper wire insulated with 
gutta-percha to 3/16 of an inch, one set of coils sus-
pended in the canal by its wharf and one set in the dry 
warehouse of the Gutta-percha Company; noting con-
siderable differences between the two. These experi-
ments were later used in addressing retardation in 
submarine cables.  

On May 21, 1854 the Companyõs electricians, as an ex-
periment, joined the  six underground wires into one 
continuous copper circuit 1,100 miles in length, from its 
Strand office. They tried this immense line at first with 
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a galvanometer and then, with moderate success, 
transmitted messages with a Bain chemical printing 
telegraph, their most sensitive instrument. This was the 
longest single circuit yet achieved.  

As it turned out the gutta-percha insulator, whil st sta-
ble when immersed in sea and fresh water, eventually 
oxidised and crumbled when exposed to air. The Com-
pany in five years had to revert to its original overhead 
iron wires.  It took until August 1864 to elim inate the 
last underground circuits on its L ondon, Li verpool and 
Manchester trunk lines; the last piece being at Rugby.  

In August 1854 the Company also had the fifteen miles 
of underground line connecting its eighteen st ations in 
London, containing 350 miles of wire.  

________________________ 

Table 6 

Statistics on the Telegraph in the United Kin gdom in 
1854 compiled by H A Murray  

Electric Telegraph Company 
Miles of line    5,070 
Miles of wire in cables  5,000 
Miles of wire on poles      20,700 

Magnetic Telegraph Company  
Miles of line    1,740 
Miles of wire in cables   6,180 
Miles of wire on poles      4,076 

Submarine (& European) Telegraph Company  
Miles of line     400   
Miles of wire in cables   2,740  
Miles of wire on poles      ð 

British Telegraph Company  
Miles of line    1,000   
Miles of wire i n cables  2,755  
Miles of wire on poles      3,218 

Electric Telegraph Company of Ireland  
Miles of line    88   
Miles of wire in cables  176  
Miles of wire on poles      ð 

Total Miles of line, 1854  8,298  

Total Miles of wire, 1854  44,845 

Of these 534 miles of line were submarine, employing 
1,100 miles of wire in underwater cables.  

Murray quotes the cost of putting up a telegraph orig i-
nally as £105 per mile for two wires and that experience 
now enabled it to be done for £50. The cost of laying 
down a submarine telegraph was stated to be about 
£230 per mile for six wires, and £110 for single wires.  

Of the three principal companies, from 25,000 to 30,000 
miles of wire were worked on Cook & Whea tstoneõs 
system; 10,000 on the magnetic system - without batte r-
ies; 3,000 on Bainõs chemical principle and the remain-
der on Morseõs plan.  

_________________________ 

At this time, in either 1854 or 1855, the Electric estab-
lished Stores as 17, York Street, York Road, Lambeth, 
on the river Thames, in the former premises of òNick-

elsõ Gutta-percha Companyó. Nickels had previously 
supplied gutta -percha insulated wires for tel egraphs. 
John Muirhead was Superintendent of the Stores. It 
only maintained this warehousing for a few years; 
transferring its stores for instruments, wi re, poles and 
cable for the rest of its existence to a yard on the Lon-
don & North -Western Railway at 44 Gloucester Road, 
Camden Town, in north London, right opposite the 
northern end of the very first, experimental line of tel e-
graph. Under Muirheadõs management the Company 
built its own large Factory for batteries and instr uments 
in 1858 around a courtyard at Gloucester Road. As well 
as developing the Companyõs Factory Muirhead de-
vised many improvements in cell technology and other 
apparatus.  

The Company opened a Bain printing circuit in January 
1853 between Foundersõ Court in London and South-
ampton, alongside of its Cooke & Wheatstone two-
needle circuit of 1844. There were then twenty-nine 
Bain printers in service, using separate circuits between 
the stations at Foundersõ Court, Charing Cross, Bir-
mingham, Bristol, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Liverpool, 
Macclesfield, Manchester, Newcastle, Rugby, South-
ampton and York, usually installed in pairs at each o f-
fice. The last lines using the Bain printer, with their 
single-wires, were opened shortly after to Bristol, Ca r-
diff and Falmouth in En glandõs West Country. They 
lasted in these large and busy offices until the 1860s.  

To illustrate the growing complexity of managing tel e-
graphic circuits, the separation between long and local 
lines, and also railway signalling; there were eighteen 
wires out from the Shoreditch terminus of the Eastern 
Counties Railway in London during 1852. Two wires 
comprised the long-line to Cambridge, Ely and No r-
wich; two wires covered the local stat ions between 
London and Brandon; two wires those to Broxbourne; 
two wires for the long -line to Colchester; two wires for 
the local stations to Chelmsford; and  two wires to their 
London Goodsõ Office at Brick Lane. The other six wires 
were single lines working single-needle telegraphs and 
bells for railway si gnalling.  

In another instance, at this time t he southern area of the 
London & North -Western Railway between Euston 
Square in London and Normanton was separated by 
the telegraph company into three Divisi ons; from Lon-
don to Birmingham, from Birmingham to Derby and 
from Derby to Normanton.  The stations in the Divisions 
were in direct connection with each other but connected 
to the rest of the telegraph system through the òtrans-
missionó stations at London, Birmingham or Derby as 
was appropriate , where there were switches between 
circuits . The transmission stations also had direct, in-
dependent circuits or long-lines between themselves.  

The Division between London and Birmingham ca rried 
seven wires in 1849. Two were for the very long line 
from London through Birmingham to Derby, Norma n-
ton, York and Newcastle for Scotland; two were for the 
intermediate long line to Birmingham, Manchester and 
Liverpool; two were for the local or Division line cove r-
ing Euston Square, Camden Town, Tring, Wolverton, 
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Rugby, Birmingham, on to Stafford and Crewe; and the 
odd single wire was for the Bain printing line from 
London to Manchester. The other lines worked the 
Cooke & Wheatstone two-needle instrument. By 1852 
the London to Bir mingham Division had increased 
from six to seven telegraph stations; at Euston Square, 
Camden Town, Tring, Wolverton, Rugby, Coventry 
and Birmingham.  

The Divisions were aggregated into geographical Di s-
tricts; the Companyõs main administrative unit.   

________________________ 

The Moving Fire  
From ôThe Quarterly Reviewõ, July 1854  

 òJammed in between lofty houses at the bottom of a narrow 
court in Lothbury, we see before us a stuccoed wall orna-
mented with an electric illuminated clock. Who would think 
that behind this narrow forehead lay the great brain ð if we 
may so term it ð of the nervous system of Great Britain; or 
that beneath that narrow pavement of the alley lies its spinal 
cord, composed of two hundred and twenty-four fibres, which 
transmits intelligence as imperceptibly as the ômedulla ob-
longataõ does beneath the skin? Emerging from this narrow 
channel the ôefferentõ wires branch off beneath the different 
footpaths ramify in certain plexuses within the metropolis, 
and then shoot out along the different lines of railways, until 
the shores of the island would seem to interpose a limit to 
their further progress. Not so, however, as is well-known, for 
beneath the seas, beneath the heaving waters, down many a 
fathom deep in the still waters, the moving fire takes its dark-
some way, until it emerges on some foreign shore, once more 
to commence afresh its rapid and useful career over the wide 
expanse of the Continent.ó 

Quoted by Maria Rye  
in ôThe Rise & Progress of the Telegraphsõ, 1859 

________________________ 

The International Telegraph Company  
An independent creation of the Electric company, the 
International Telegraph Company  connected its English 
circuits to those of the European continent by an un-
derwater cable from East Anglia to Holland. It had 
been granted a concession by the Ministry of the Int e-
rior of the Net herlands government on May 10, 1852.  
The initial 110 mile cable was completed on May 30, 
1853; this opened its business not just to the North 
European states but also to Russia, the Balkans, Otto-
man Turkey, the Levant, and eventually, in a little over 
ten years, to the vital British possession of India.  

As it did not have circuits in Britain the International 
company was constituted under a Royal Charter rather 
than being debated through an expensive and time-
consuming Act of Parliament.  

The first public messages between Amsterdam in the 
Netherlands and London were transmitted on August 
15, 1853. There were already international circuits on-
ward into Belgium dating from December 1, 1852, and 
int o Prussia, opened on February 1, 1853. The Company 
announced access from all of its stations in Britain to 
Amsterdam, Antwerp, Berlin, Bremen, Breslau, 
Dantzic, Florence, Frankfort-am-Main, Hague, Ham-

burg, Hanover, Strassburg, Leghorn, Lübeck, Milan, 
Pressburg, Rotterdam, Trieste, Venice and Vienna. 

The laying of the Companyõs first underwater cable 
from Orfordness to Scheveningen, manufactured by R S 
Newall & Company, the maker of the first successful 
submarine circuits, was superintended by Edwin Clark, 
the Companyõs engineer-in-chief. He was assisted by F 
C Webb as submarine electrician. Webb went on to be 
chief electrician to the Atlantic Telegraph Company, 
and contributed to the successful laying of the first i n-
tercontinental cable in 1866.  

Three more identical cables were laid between England 
and Holland, on June 16 and 17, 1853; on September 8 
and 9, 1853 and September 29 and 30, 1855. All were of 
light weight with single cores, and made by Newall.  

Originally the International company had four unde r-
ground circuits from Scheveningen to Den Haag where 
the Company had its own offices. But on September 1, 
1855 the Hague office was closed and four new wires 
solely for international service were laid alongside the 
line of Holland Railway Company to rooms in  the 
Rijkstelegraafkantoor, the main telegraph station, on Nes, 
in the oldest part of central A msterdam. This moved in 
December 1856 to much larger new premises on Nieu-
wezijds Voorburgwal, by the Royal Palace at Dam.  

Cooke & Wheatstone had made the first electric tele-
graph in the Netherlands between Amsterdam and 
Haarlem on the same Holland Railway in May 1845.  

With the opening of its cables to Holland and the cont i-
nental telegraph system in June 1853 the Electric 
adopted the òEuropean Alphabetó for the Bain printers 
and single-needle instruments throughout its entire 
system. This was the continental version of the code or 
cipher used in America . The much more common two-
needle instruments retained their own code.  

In the following year it introduced Sieme ns & Halskeõs 
American printing telegraphs on its foreign ci rcuits. 

After three attempts, on September 4 and 5, 1854, the 
Electric finally completed the 65 mile single -core un-
derwater circuit from Holyhead to Howth of the short -
lived  Irish Sub-Marine Telegraph Company, whose rights 
it had acquired in 1852, joining its circuits to Ireland by 
the most direct route, off its line on the Chester & H o-
lyhead Railway, an ally of the London & North -
Western company. The amount of traffic necessitated 
the construction of a second cable to Dublin on June 13 
and 14, 1855. Both were manufactured by R S Newall.  

The International Telegraph Company managed the 
construction of the Dublin as well as the Holland u n-
derwater circuits on behalf of the Electric company.  

For several years the Electricõs presence in Ireland was 
limited to just one office, at 4 College Green in Dublin. 
It only extended its lines to cover the principal towns of 
Belfast, Cork and Wexford in the mid -1860s; its com-
munication to the island was limited to t he capital until 
then.  

Although other companies pioneered submarine tel e-
graph cables to Europe and to Ireland the Electric was 
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to dominate the English and Scottish domestic offshore 
cables. Its electrical and engineering staff used these 
small beginnings to develop an unmatched knowledge 
of the requirements for underwater telegr aphy that 
eventually enabled the ultimate success of the intercon-
tinental cables of the 1860s and 1870s. As noted, it reso-
lutely re -laid the broken Hol yhead to Howth cable. 
Before that it had already spanned the broad estuaries 
of the Forth and Tay rivers in Scotland on December 22 
and 24, 1853 respectively, to access the far north of the 
country. For these it had acquired the 500 ton wood-
hulled pa ddle steamer Monarch in 1853 and converted 
her to lay underwater cables; she was kept in service for 
the life of the Company.  

To connect the major offshore islands the Electric pro-
jected between 1852 and 1869: (year completed) 

The Isle of Wight Electric Telegraph Company (1852)  

The Channel Islands Telegraph Company (1858)   

The Isle of Man Electric Telegraph Company (1859) 

The Scilly Islands Telegraph Company (1869)   

The Orkney & Shetland Islands Telegraph Company (1870)   

The first domestic public cable, and the second success-
ful sub-sea circuit, was that of the Isle of Wight Electric 
Telegraph Company of 1852. This had thirt y-two  miles of 
land line and one-and-three-quarter miles of submarine 
cable (between Hurst Castle on the mainland and 
Sconce Point on the Island). In addition part of the line 
between Keyhaven to Hurst Castle on a long sand-spit 
was also laid as a submarine cable, as was the crossing 
of the river at Yarmouth . It was undertaken at govern-
ment behest to provide the Royal Household at Os-
borne House in East Cowes with electric communic a-
tion. The Companyõs original engineer was Charles 
West who pioneered the use of india-rubber insulation 
for electrical circuits; he was to be replaced by Latimer 
Clark, the Electric companyõs assistant engineer.  

The Isle of Wight companyõs circuit ran from the city of 
Southampton to Brockenhurst on the long-extant over-
head lines by the side of the South-Western Railway, 
and underground from Brockenhurst to Hurst Castle  
on the mainland and underground  between Sconce 
Point and Cowes on the island alongside of the com-
mon roads. It was unique at the time in using india -
rubber insulation for its circuit s, subterranean and 
submarine, from Brockenhurst to Osborne. The under-
water cable was uniquely armoured with plaited iron 
wire. The Isle of Wight Telegraph had stations at 
Southampton, Lymin gton, Yarmouth and Cowes, with 
a private branch to Osborne House, and opened 
throughout on October 14, 1852. It  used five Cooke & 
Wheatstone instruments in its line . The short cable 
across the Solent proved  vulne rable to shipsõ anchors 
and was broken within eigh teen months; it had to be 
replaced four times by 1861, although the sections of 
the 1852 cable from Keyhaven to Hurst Castle and 
across the river Yar were still in good condition after 
ten years service. The Electric company absorbed the 

Company as soon as it opened its line, and was to lay a 
second, parallel cable to the Isle of Wight in 1867.  

The Channel Islands Telegraph Company had a capital of 
£30,000 in £10 shares. The Electric contributed £4,200. 
Its board of directors, and chief shareholders, in June 
1858 were Robert Grimston, chairman, D de Quette-
ville, W Tupper, L W Robins, D M Gordon, P Gosset 
and H Carrel. Grimston was chairman of the Electric 
company, Tupper and Gordon represented the manu-
facturers of the cable, who underwrote the enterprise. 
In 1860 it worked 93½ miles of submarine line from 
Weymouth in England to Por tland, Alderney, Guernsey 
and Jersey, and 23 miles of underground cable in 
wooden troughs on the islands, with three stations , 
open from 8am until 8 pm daily,  and had 13 employees 
dealing with 11,102 messages. It used the American 
telegraph, made by Siemens & Halske, in its circuits. 
The Company had a 6% government guarantee on its 
paid -up capital appl icable only when the cable was 
working. Its circuit to England opened on September 7, 
1858, connecting with Electricõs circuit alongside of the 
London & South -Western Railway to Southampton, 
having cost £25,280. The 180-mile line from Southam p-
ton to Guernsey and Jersey via Alderney originally had 
three Siemens & Halske relays in its circuit but these 
were found unnecessary. The cable, the longest domes-
tic underwater ci rcuit, manufactured and laid by R S 
Newall & Company, sadly failed, after many repairs, in 
June 1861 after having £4,010 more spent on it. 

The Channel Islands company, in 1860, charged 5s 8d 
for a twenty word message to and from  the Electricõs 
provincial stations in England, 5s 0d to London , 4s 0d 
to Southampton and 1s 0d between islands. Messages 
were sent to and answers received back from London in 
1860 in forty minutes.  

The Submarine Telegraph Company had Glass, Elliot & 
Company lay  a competitive circuit between Pirou, 
Normandy , in France and Filquet Bay, Jersey in January 
1859, routing messages via Paris, Calais and Dover to 
London . When the direct cable failed in 1861 this be-
came the sole route, with a  consequential  50% increase 
in charges. The rate became 7s 6d when the Submarine 
simplified its prices in 1862. The two telegraph compa-
nies had offices in the same building on Jersey.  

The Isle of Man Electric Telegraph Company, of Douglas, 
IoM, was form ed in 1859 òfor telegraphing me ssages to 
all parts of the island and to Englandó. It was an en-
tirely local promotion  and, as the island is not a part of 
Britain, the Company was a statutory incorporation by 
the Tynwald, the Manx Parliament, on August 10, 1860, 
with  a modest capital of £5,500 in shares of £10. Only 
£4,800 was needed to be called-up for a 36 mile long 
cable, manufactured and constructed by Glass, Elliot & 
Company of Greenwich  in August, 1859 from Point 
Cranstal, four miles north of Ram sey, IoM,  to Saint 
Beesõ Head in Cumberland , England, using the char-
tered steamer Resolute. The Company also erected 
twenty miles of land line south from Cranstal to Ra m-
sey and Douglas, and four miles more north from Saint 
Beesõ to the town of Whitehaven, the nearest mainland 
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telegraph circuit. The Manx company  had telegraph 
offices at Atholl Street, Douglas and East Quay, Ram-
sey. Its Secretary and Manager was Pieter Johannes 
Duyshart , who earned £226 in yearly salary. Messages 
were transmitted from Douglas, the Manx capital and 
its largest town, direct to Manchester in northern En g-
land using the American telegraph on the Electricõs 
circuits . The Company was bought by the British Post 
Office for £16,106 in 1872.  

The Scilly Islands Telegraph Company was promoted by  
Messrs Ashurst, Morris & Company, of 8 Old Jewry, 
London, in June 1869 with the support of Augustus 
Smith, who leased the Scilly Islands from the Duchy of 
Cornwall, after the Post Office refused to support a 
cable from the islands to the Cornish mainland. Along 
with the I slanders, over 600 merchants and ship-owners 
had lobbied for a telegraph to communicate with a n o-
tor iously dangerous area for shipping. The cable was to 
be constructed to the patent of William Rowett, also one 
of the promoters, with a  single, india -rubber insulated, 
core and a thick hemp rope outer covering, manufac-
tured and laid by the contractors, R S Newall & Co m-
pany. As well as a thirty -one mile circuit from  Landõs 
End, the westernmost tip of Cornwall to St Maryõs, the 
principal town of the Scilly Islands, there were to be 
two add itional lines to the lighthouse s on the islandsõ 
rocky shore. The principal circuit was completed on 
September 25, 1869, the Company having offices in St 
Maryõs and Penzance in Cornwall for messages, charg-
ing 2s 6d for a twenty word message between the two 
places. In the latter it connected with the Electric Tele-
graph Company. The extensions to the lighthouses 
were not built, leading to great losses of life where im-
mediate reports of several shipwrecks were unable to 
be sent to the coast guard. The hemp-covered cable 
failed and in April 1870 the Islands company e mploy ed 
Nathaniel Holmes, electrician and engineer to the Great 
Northern T elegraph Company of Copenhagen, with its 
several North Sea cables, to under-run it from the  Scilly 
shore to find the fault  and have it repaired. This proved  
a temporary measure and on June 20, 1870 W T Henley, 
the telegraph cable manufacturer and contractor, re-
placed Rowatt and Newallõs defective work with a new 
cable, having the usual iron-wire armouring. His work 
lasted until the government appropriated the Co m-
panyõs assets on April 24, 1878.  

Finally, the Orkney & Shetland Islands Telegraph Company 
was promoted by a local merchant and landowner, 
George H B Hay of Laxfirth on Shetland, in 1868. Once 
again Nathaniel John Holmes was employed as electri-
cian and engineer. The Islands company had a capital 
of £20,000, obtaining a modest guarantee of interest 
from the local boroughs, and employed WT Henley and 
Reid Brothers of London to successfully lay a 260 mile 
series of land lines and single-core cables from the town 
of Wick and the coast station of Voe in Caithness in the 
far north of Scotland across the Pentland Firth, through 
Orkney to Boddam and across the straits on to Lerwick 
in the Shetland Islands, with a separate section to Balta 
Sound on Unst, the most northerly  inhabited island, in 

1870. It charged a Special Rate of 2s 0d for twenty 
words to Lerwick  and 3s 0d to Unst. The main land 
cable broke in 1874 and was replaced, and the Shetland 
cable duplicated. However the damaged cable was re-
pairable and the Company then had òdoubleó cables. 
The message rate soared to 6s 0d for twenty words to 
pay for the new works.  

The earliest underwater cables, domestic and foreign, of 
the Electric company were distinguished by having a 
single, relatively large diameter copper conducting 
wire as the core. Where traffic necessitated it, two or 
more cables were laid.  

The Companyõs own steamer, Monarch, laid the Tay, 
Firth, Isle of Wight, Holland and Ireland cables and was 
kept busy repairing these and the Channel Islandsõ cir-
cuits for two decades. Other companies owning subma-
rine cables used chartered vessels.  

The Monarch was built on the River Tees in 1830 with a 
wooden hull and side -lever engines driving paddle -
wheels. She was 512 tons gross, 295 tons register, 156ft 
3ins long overall, 19ft 9ins in breadth and 14ft 6ins 
depth of hold , with a crew of eighteen. Her two -
cylinder engines achieved 130nhp. She was registered 
in London, No 18,604, with flag identity MNLF. The 
vessel was acquired by the Company in 1853 and fitted -
out to lay and repair underw ater cables. The paying-out 
brake in the laying machinery was the model f or all 
subsequent cable mechanisms, as was the system of 
buoys, mushroom-anchors, sheaves and steam winches 
that the Company developed. Monarch was fitted with 
the first picking -up machine, and became the first ves-
sel to grapple for a lost cable and successfully carr y out 
a repair  at sea.  

The ôIllustrated London News õ reported that the initial 
Holland c able was loaded into Monarch in five coils, 
two in the main hold and three in the fore hold, coiled 
alternately in order to keep the ship trimmed during 
paying-out, and in oblongs to save room. The cable was 
paid -out over a sheave erected on shear-legs over each 
hold, carrying it high over the deck and a llowing it to 
untwist and straighten. Rope was used to secure the 
coils together in the holds and cut out g radually as the 
cable ran out. Twelve men worked in the cable holds.  

Monarch, with all of her specialised equipment,  was 
occasionally chartered to the Submarine Telegraph and 
the Magnetic Telegraph companies in the 1850s to re-
pair their underwater c ables.  

The Electric Telegraph Company engaged at this time 
in two other foreign ventures; but overland rather than 
undersea. One of its directors, the railway contractor 
Morton Peto, commissioned the Company to erect a 
line-side overhead telegraph on the Norsk Hovedjernbane 
or Norwegian Trunk Railway, fifty -six miles with seven 
stations between Christiania and Eidsvold on Lake M o-
joven. This was the first railway and first tel egraph in 
the newly independent Kingdom of Norway; one -half 
the capital was English, Lewis Ricardo was a director, 
and it was engineered by G P Bidder. It was completed 
by Peto, Brassey & Betts on September 1, 1854.   
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_________________________ 

Table 7 

The Electric Telegraph Company  
Four Years of Growth 

Line Index Wire Index 
Jul 1851    1,965 100 7,900 100 
Jan 1852  2,122 108 10,650 135 
Jul 1852  2,502 127 12,500 159 
Jan 1853  3,709 188 19,560 247 
Jul 1853  4,008 204 20,800 263 
Jan 1854  4,409 224 24,340 308 
Jul 1854  4,652 230 25,233 320 

The above in English statute miles 

Offices Index Staff   Index 
Jul 1851    224 100 485 100 
Jan 1852  224 100 485 100 
Jul 1852  201 90 565 116 
Jan 1853  207 92 695 143 
Jul 1853  254 113 715 147 
Jan 1854  338 151 954 197 
Jul 1854  374 161 1,152 236 

Income Index Expense Index   
Jul 1851    25,529 100 15,370 100 
Jan 1852  24,336  95 15,370  100 
Jul 1852  27,437 107 17,259 113  
Jan 1853  40,087 157 26,241 171 
Jul 1853  47,265 185 34,000 221 
Jan 1854  56,919 223 38,000 247 
Jul 1854  61,215 240 45,091 291 

The above in pounds (£) sterling 

Messages Index 
Jan 1850  29,245  100 
Jul 1850  37,389  128 
Jan 1851  47,259  161 
Jul 1851  53,957  181 
Jan 1852  87,150  291 
Jul 1852  127,987  437 
Jan 1853  138,060  470 
Jul 1853  212,440  726 
Jan 1854  235,867  807 

Statistics from ôDer Telegraph als Verkehrsmittelõ,  
Dr Karl Knies, Freiburg, 1857 
_________________________ 

In March 1853 Peto also commissioned the Company to 
build a telegraph alongside the Sydslesvigske Jernbaner, 
the South Slesvig Railway, incorporated in England as 
the Flensburg, Husum & Tönning Railway Company; 
known  also, grandly, in London as the òRoyal Danish 
Railwayó. It was intended to connect the North Sea and 
the Baltic Sea, and Denmark with Prussia, joining the 
towns of Rendsburg, Schleswig, Flensburg, Tonning, 
Esbjerg and Husum. Peto, Brassey & Betts were again 
the contractors for building the sixty -nine miles of rai l-
way works, and G R Stephenson, brother of Robert, 
was the engineer. The first major component of the 
Royal Danish Railway, from Tonning to Flensburg, was 
opened during October 25 1854. It was part of Petoõs 
scheme to integrate the resources of the Eastern Coun-

ties Railway Company, the Port of Lo westoft and the 
North -of-Europe Steam Packet Company, all of which 
he had financed.  

On March 16, 1854 the Company announced that it had 
opened a connection with Denmark through its Ho l-
land cables, and that, among others, the towns of Elsi-
nor, Copenhagen, Kersoer, Nyberg, Frederika, Rends-
burg, Hamburg and Altona were in that circuit.  

The Electric Telegraph Company was responsible for 
erecting the 125 miles of poles and iron wires and the 
interior circuitry on both Scandinavian lines; which 
used Cooke & Wheatstoneõs two-needle system.  

John Henry Greener was the Electric Telegraph Com-
panyõs engineer in Norway and Denmark between 1854 
and 1855. In 1855 he returned to become the Companyõs 
Assistant Engineer, surveying potential extensions into 
Ireland. Greener had acquired his electrical skills with 
the telegraphs of the London & Blackwall Rai lway in 
1843 before joining the Electric. He left the Company in 
1860 to undertake many telegraphic pr ojects in India 
and the Middle East.   

From this period the Company maintained a consistent 
policy of isolating risk in regard to capital. It carefully 
financed external projects, that is, new and technically-
hazardous underw ater cables, through subsidiary com-
panies. The capital it raised in its own name was de-
voted to domestic land -based business. Only when the 
new business was secure did the Electric absorb its 
capital and its risks. Eventually, jumping ahead in this 
chronology, it also created a ôsphere of influenceõ in 
Europe based upon its enormous foreign traffic, driven 
by the commerce of London, Liverpool, Manchester 
and Glasgow. It held out the promise of revenues, as 
well as lending its technical and management support, 
to ever longer lines created by a series of foreign allies 
towards its strategic destinations.  

The Electric Telegraph Company was always aware of 
the contribution of its staff. On Monday, January 9, 
1854 the directors sponsored a supper for the 135 clerks 
working in Foundersõ Court at Radleyõs Hotel, 10 & 11 
Bridge Street, Blackfriars. There were then 310 clerks 
working in the metropolis and 940 in the pro vinces.  

In 1851 Julius Reuter arrived in London from Aix -la-
Chapelle intending to establish an agency for distribu t-
ing foreign news to the journals of London. The par o-
chial press in Fleet Street and the Strand rejected his 
services and he commenced business in 1851 collecting 
and distributing commercial intelligence from contine n-
tal sources for private subscribers in the business com-
munity , and providing British news for his overseas 
connections. He also, as a side-line, managed the pri-
vate overseas telegraphic traffic of merchants unused to 
the new medium. In September 1853 Reuter òagreed 
with the Electric Telegraph Company to transmit all his 
di spatches, and such other messages as he could collect 
or influence, for a commission on the company's 
chargesó through its new cables to Holland. This ar-
rangement was extended in January 1854 when the 
Company agreed to support the development of 
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Reuterõs foreign news business by allowing him to send 
and receive public intelligence with a preferential di s-
count of 50% on the ordinary message rates. Despite 
this it took him four years to convince the London press 
to use his service. 

_________________________ 

Table 8 

The Electric Telegraph Company  
and the Rai lways in May 1854 

Compiled by Dionysius Lardner  

            Miles of Wire    Instruments 
Bangor & Caernarvon Railway*  

26 ¼  6 
Birmingham, Shrewsbury & Stour Vall ey Railway* 

226   19 
Chester & Holyhead Railway*  

336 ¼  15 
Eastern Counties Railway 

1,372  205 
Eastern Union Railway  

87 ¼  8 
Exeter & Crediton Railway  
    82 ½   4 
Furness Railway 
   3 ¼  2 
Great Northern Railway  
   1,499  49 
Great Western RailwayÀ  

 1,952 ½   102 
Lancashire & Yorkshire Railway  

 436  41 
Lancaster & Preston and Lancaster & Carlisle*  

 188  9 
London, Brighton & South Coast Railway  

  327  53 
London & Blackwall Railway  

 20  4 
London & North -Western Railway* 
   4,522  167 
London & South -Western Railway  

 799 ¼   38 
Manchester, Sheffield & Lincolnshire Railway  

 385  31 
Maryport & Carlisle Railway  

 56  9 
Midland Railway  

 2,451 ¾   114 
Monmouthshire Railway*  

 64  14 
North London Railway*  

 73  3 
North Staffordshire Railway*  

 748 ¼   32 
Oxford, Worcester & Wolverhampton RailwayÀ 

 249  30 
Shrewsbury & Birmingham RailwayÀ 

 118  9 
Shropshire Union Railway*  

 58 ½   3 
Shrewsbury & Chester RailwayÀ 

 182  9 
Shrewsbury & Hereford Railway  

 104 ¼   16 
Newport, Abergavenny & Hereford RailwayÀ 

 82  3 
Hereford, Ross & Gloucester RailwayÀ 

 10  2 
South Devon RailwayÀ 

 432 ½   27 
West Cornwall Railway À 

 50  7 
South-Eastern Railway 

 970 ½   112 
South Staffordshire Railway*  

 30  11 
South Wales RailwayÀ  

 691  49 
Taff Vale Railway  

 63 ½   7 
Vale of Neath RailwayÀ 

 49  9 
Whitehaven Junction Railway  

 24  4 
York, Newcastle & Berwick Railway  

 1,532 ¾   64 
York & North Midland Railway  

 521 ¼  40 
Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee Railway  

 196  11 
Edinburgh & Glasgow Railway  

 402 ¾   14 
Dundee & Arbroath Railway  

 13  1 
North British Railway   

 352 ½   12 
Scottish Central Railway 

 4  0 
London  Offices 

 500  76 

Of these instruments 1,250 were Cooke & Wheatstone 
double-needle, 177 Cooke & Wheatstone single-needle 
and 29 Bain printers. The Bain lines connected the ma-
jor cities. The single-needle apparatus was then used 
primarily on rural branches and to control access to 
tunnels and single-line railways. There were no single-
needle telegraphs as yet in use in London.  

Worth noting is the concentration of wires in the north -
east of England in 1854 due to the railways in the north-
west being contracted to competitive companies. The 
lines marked with an asterisk * are those of the London 
& North -Western Railway and its allies; those with a 
dagger À are those of the Great Western Railway and its  
associated companies.  

_________________________ 

Mid Decade  
On June 1, 1854 the Company introduced Franked Mes-
sage stamps, relatively large adhesive labels (quite large 
enough to have abbreviated regulations on their face 
and to be signed by the sender) for twenty word me s-
sages, in three denominations, under 50 miles on pink 
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paper (1s 0d), under 100 miles on blue (2s 6d) and over 
100 miles on white (5s 0d) that could be stuck on to its 
ordinary message forms or even onto plain paper. Mes-
sages could be so pre-paid and left at or d elivered by 
oneõs servant to one of its stations, speeding up the 
transaction. In January 1855 the wordage and mileage 
limits on these large label-like stamps were abandoned 
and more flexible monetary values adop ted. In August 
1855 the rate changed after òfreeó addresses were al-
lowed and the Franks then were valued at 3d, 1s 0d, 1s 
6d, 2s 0d, 3s 0d and 4s 0d, all on different coloured pa-
pers. These were used until 1861.  

The Franked Message stamps were available from sta-
tioners in addition to the Companyõs offices, in London 
these were: W J Adams, 59 Fleet Street; J Airey, 53 
Shoreditch; H Good, 60 Moorgate Street, A J Hall, 78 
Old Broad Street; Vacher & Son, 29 Parliament Street; 
and Waterlow & Son, 49 Parliament Street, 24 Birchin 
Lane and 65-68 London Wall.  

In the same month, June 1854, the Company opened an 
independent marine telegraph connecting Hurst Castle, 
where the Isle of Wight  cable left England  on the west-
ern entrance to the Solent, with the port of Southam p-
ton. It erected masts for flags at the Castle using Cap-
tain Marryatõs Code of Signals for the Merchant Service to 
speak with inbound  steamers that they might inform 
their owners and agents at the port of their cargo.  

As it gradually expanded in domestic lines and its i n-
vestment in overseas cables the paid-up and debt capi-
tal of the Electric Telegraph Company reached an im-
pressive £512,000 in 1855. In that year it was authorised 
by Parliament to merge its capital with that of its su b-
sidiary, the International Telegraph Co mpany, which 
owned several cables to Europe through Holland, to 
create The Electric & International Telegraph Company, a 
remarkably cumbersome title. The Act of 1855 allowed 
it to use either the new or the original title for its bus i-
ness, which it did inte rchangeably. To the end, with  the 
public , it was still ôthe Electricõ.  

Just at this moment Britain, France, Sardinia and Tur-
key went to war with Russia. The conflict had a severe, 
if temporary, effect on the British economy partic ularly 
on iron, coal and foreign commerce. The telegraph 
benefited from some increased ôdistressõ traffic but not 
from the consequent fall in investment as capital was 
distracted.  

In support of the war the Company trained a corps of 
soldiers in single-needle telegraphy and provid ed the 
army with a waggon -train carrying all the apparatus ð 
instruments, batteries and underground cable ð for a 
field telegraph, the first in the world. The twenty -four 
man corps and its equipment was landed in the Crimea 
during the frozen month of Decem ber 1854 and had 
connected all of the fighting units, supply bases and 
headquarters with electric telegraphy by March 1855. 

In November 1854, as the hostilities commenced, the 
Electric Telegraph Company arranged that any officer 
engaged in the Russian campaign could send a message 
by the continental telegraph system to its station at The 

Hague and it would be forwarded to their relatives or 
friends in Bri tain without further charge.  

Maturity & Success  
At home t he greatest length of any one line in the Elec-
tricõs system in 1855 was about 600 miles, from Inver-
ness to Plymouth. Each two -needle telegraph circuit 
required at this time two  wire s (with earth return s); 
traffic on the busiest segments required multiple cir-
cuits; the line from London to Rugby had nine  wires, 
from Newton Junction (where the London and the 
Manchester circuits combined) to Liverpool eleven 
wires, and from York to Newcastle ten wires. The odd 
single wires were the Bain lines working chemical 
printers.  

It then possessed 27,711 miles of wire, with 404 stations 
and 2,458 Cooke & Wheatstone and Bain instruments. 
In 1855 it worked 717,404 messages. 

In the year 1855 the Company negotiated away price 
competition in messaging. 

The Chairmen of the Electric Telegraph Company and 
of the English & Iri sh Magnetic Telegraph Company 
signed an agreement on July 19, 1855 fixing their mes-
sage rates to a national joint tariff. This unpublished 
collusion became effective on August 1, 1855. It was 
operative until the end of the public companies in 1868.  

From this time, 1855, the Company began to make more 
intense use of its circuits, doubling its capacity, if not its 
effectiveness, by gradually replacing its double -needle 
instruments using two -wires with the si ngle-needle 
apparatus that used single wires. This also allowed it to 
install American electro-magnetic print ers for high-
density traffic on the same circuits, rather than have 
separate Bain chemical circuits as it had previously.  

C F Varley, the Companyõs electrician, was not content 
with the òon-offó key of the original American tel e-
graph, and in 1854 introduced current reversal or double 
current operation. The line current was kept permanent 
for the duration of the message and the ingenious key 
or tapper was enabled to reverse the polarity of the 
circui t to indicate the dot or dash. This reduced retarda-
tion in the circuit  (extending its viable length) , simult a-
neously reducing the battery power and the number of 
relays required. Used originally for unde rwater and 
underground lines where retardation was a critical i s-
sue, it was applied to the Companyõs overhead domes-
tic long-lines in Britain using the American tel egraph. 
From 1854 no other land circuits were as efficient as 
those of the Electric Telegraph Company.  

In the next year, 1855, Varley  perfected his ôtranslatingõ 
apparatus for the Ameri can telegraph. This enabled, for 
the first time, consistent transmission of messages over 
the longest circuits from point -to-point by the introdu c-
tion of sophisticated automatic relays. An example 
cited a message routed from Windsor Castle in sout h-
ern England to Balmoral in northern Scotland. On being 
keyed in Windsor it was first ôtranslatedõ at York, then 
in Edinburgh, then finally in Aberdeen before the 
printer marked the tape, almost instantaneously, in 
Balmoral. The new ôtranslatorõ was installed at Amster-
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dam on the cables to Holland, converting the English 
electrical system to the simpler European circuits 
automatically , so enabling direct messaging between 
London and Frankfurt and Berlin.   

_________________________ 

Table 9 

Electric Telegraph Company  
Staff at the principal stations 1854 

From the ôNorth British Reviewõ, February 1855  

London  Liverpool Manche ster 

Male clerks    141       34        41 
Female clerks*    52       12        17 
Messengers    83       19        16 
Engineers     9       -        - 

Total    185        65        74 

Total by employment 1854 

Clerks & Messengers      994 
Female clerks        81 
Engineers       139 

Total staff       1,214 

* Females were only employed in these three stations 
_________________________ 

The new word telegram was to gain popular count e-
nance during 1856 and in subsequent years; although 
the expression was first noted approvingly by ôJack-
sonõs Oxford Journalõ on July 17, 1852. ôThe Timesõ 
newspaper first used the word only on September 14, 
1857 quoting messages relating to the mutiny of troops 
in India. Its popular acceptance was brought about 
primarily with the widespread appearance of the by -
line òReuterõs Telegramó on many newspaper articles 
on foreign subjects from 1858.  

In March 1856 the Queenõs Speech on the opening of 
Parliament, totalling 701 words, was sent from Foun-
dersõ Court to Amsterdam , using the American tel e-
graph for the first time . It travelled  a distance of 321 
miles by overhead wire alongside the Eastern Counties 
Railway to Lowestoft, the International companyõs ca-
ble and its wire from the Hague, and was printed,  in 
just 20½ minutes. The telegraph clerk in London was an 
eighteen-year-old girl who transmitted at  a speed of 
nearly thirty -five words a mi nute. Two words had to be 
corrected by interchange of signals, all within the time 
specified.  

With the formal end of the war with Russia , effected by 
the Treaty of Paris on March 30, 1856, the Companyõs 
continental connection  through Holland and Prussia 
was speedily restored. By May 5, 1856 a new direct cir-
cuit had been opened between London and St Peters-
burg; at 1,700 miles it was the longest line of telegraph 
then in existence.  

On April 23, 1856 the Company used the steam tug 
Wilberforce to lay a two-mil e cable across the Humber 
river, between Hull and New Holland. This was to 
form part of a long line from Hull to Grimsby and 

Peterborough through  to London to be opened by mid -
May.  

On October 8, 1856 W F Cooke hosted a dinner for the 
visiting òelectricianó S F B Morse at the ôAlbionõ Tavern 
at 153, Aldersgate Street, in the City of London. Attend-
ing the event were Lord Charles Clinton, Sir James 
Carmichael, Charles Fox, General William Wylde CB, 
Dr Wi lliam OõShaughnessy, Rowland Hill, Cyrus Field, 
John Watkins Brett, Charles Tilston Bright, Edward 
Bright and  Thomas Crampton; important and pionee r-
ing fi gures in engineering and telegraphy from Britain, 
America and the empire. But other than Cooke and 
Wylde , no one attended from the Electric Telegraph 
Company, such was their opinion of the American ge n-
tlemanõs pretentions.  

Morseõs visit was connected with the promotion of the 
Atlantic Telegraph Company and the first intercont i-
nental cable, between Europe and America. The Electric 
took a cautious view of this i mmense project; none of 
its directors or its technical staff were involved  in its 
projection , and its management had their own opinions 
on the viability of underwater circuits.   

The Electric Telegraph Company reported in January 
1857 that it possessed 5,398 miles of line, 28,627 miles of 
wire requiring 136,000 poles, and 2,121 instruments 
with 653 bells. It advertised in 1857 that it  has circuits 
along at least some of the lines of the following sixty -
three railway companies: Aberdeen; Bangor & Carnar-
von; Birkenhead, Lancashire & Cheshire Junction; Bir-
mingham, Wolve rhampton & Stour Valley; Bristol & 
Exeter; Buckinghamshire; Caledonian; Chester & Holy-
head; Deeside; Dublin & Drogheda; Dundee & A r-
broath; Eastern Counties; Eastern Union; Edinburgh & 
Glasgow; Edinburgh, Perth & Dundee; Forth & Clyde 
Junction; Furness; Great Northern; Great North of Scot-
land; Great Western; Hereford, Ross & Gloucester; Hull 
& Holderness; Lancashire & Yorkshire; Lancaster & 
Carlisle; Lancaster & Preston Junction; Lancaster & 
Skipton; Leeds & Bradford; London & Blackwall; Lo n-
don, Brighton & South Coast; London & North Wes t-
ern; London & South Western; London, Tilbury & 
Southend; Manchester, Sheffield & Lincolnshire; Mar y-
port & Carlisle; Midland; Monmouthshire Rai lway & 
Canal; Newmark et; Newport, Abergavenny & Her e-
ford; Norfolk; North British; North Devon; North Lo n-
don; North Staffordshire; North Union; North Western; 
Northern & Eastern; Oxford, Worcester & Wolve r-
hampton; Perth & Dunkeld; Port Carlisle Dock & Rai l-
way; Scottish Central; Scottish Midland; Shrew sbury & 
Birmingham; Shrewsbury & Chester; Shrewsbury & 
Hertford; Shropshire Union; South Devon; South East-
ern; South Staffordshire; South Wales; Taff Vale; Vale of 
Neath; Whitehaven & Furness Junction; and the West 
Cornwall. On the Caledonian and Dublin & Drogheda 
railways the ci rcuits were limited to short branches.  At  
that moment there were 243 separate domestic railway 
companies of varying sizes and states of organization.  

With the consolidation of the competitive lines in Jan u-
ary 1857 into the British & Irish Magnetic Telegraph 
Company, as the second wholly national network the 



40 

Distant Writing  
 

A History of the Telegraph Companies in Britain between 1838 and 1868 
 

 © Steven Roberts 2006 - 2010  

Electric launched a widespread press advertising cam-
paign in the new firmõs northern heartland. It empha-
sised its much larger number of stations in Britai n.  

The chairman, Robert Stephenson, reported in 1859 that 
the first generation of its submarine cables was decay-
ing and due to the shallow nature of the German Bight 
were vulnerable to anchor-damage. He noted that some 
lasted five years, others ten. The Electric had spent 
£140,000 on these continental and domestic cables, and 
would henceforth set aside £14,000 a year to enable 
their complete r enewal over a ten year cycle. It had had 
a policy of sponsoring domestic cable companies, but 
still had to maintain  and periodically re -lay its own 
foreign wires to Europe by way of Holland.  

A new exceptionally heavy underwater cable with four  
cores was laid by the Company between September 19 
and 21, 1858 from Orfordness to Zandvoort in Ho lland 
to replace its original four  lightweight circuits, which 
had suffered repeatedly from shipsõ anchors. It was 
engineered by Latimer Clark and manufactured by 
Glass, Elliot & Company. The four old cables were then 
raised to recover the copper cores for scrap and reuse. 
Foreign traffic was of such importance that the Com-
pany had to lay another heavy four -core cable between 
Lowestoft and Zan dvoort in 1862; this too was made by 
Glass, Elliot.  

The first  Zandvoort cable was enveloped in drama and 
incident, with accusations of industri al sabotage.  

In the Guildhall Court in London, on February 20 and 
21, 1861, Glass, Elliot, the makers of the Companyõs 
heavy cable between England and Holland of 1858, 
sued George Boswall, London agent of R S Newall, its 
chief competitor, for damages. Boswall was accused of 
engaging a man named Curtis to accompany the cable- 
laying expedition to drive a series of iron nails into the 
cable to destroy its insulation on submersion.  

Curtis admitted his actions to the court, but Boswallõs 
plot  was only partial ly successful, just one of the four 
cores was penetrated. His damage cost the Company 
something like  £4,000 to £5,000 in attempts to repair.  

Newall left the submarine cable business in 1860. The 
Atlantic cable of 1858, and several others that his firm 
had manufactured for the Mediterranean Sea and In-
dian Ocean, failed, at huge cost to their promoters.  

The old single-core cables were not wasted. When the 
Companyõs two Dublin cables failed in 1859 they were 
replaced in 1861 by its ship Monarch laying a single 
circuit using Newallõs salvaged material from 1854 and 
1855. This, too, lasted four years... 

The Prince of Wales visited the Central Station at Foun-
dersõ Court on February 21, 1857, being shown around 
by the directors Thomas Critchley, Mark Philips and 
Richard Till. His Royal Highness, the newspapers 
noted, was particularly òattracted to the direct commu-
nication with Hamburg, Berlin, V ienna, &c.ó; possibly 
contemplating messages to and from his many royal 
relatives in the German states. The Prince was to join 

his Royal mother in having a private telegraph installed 
at his residence.  

Due to the direction and nature of their business the 
clerks in the Foreign Gallery commonly were of Ge r-
man origin and spoke German among themselves. 
Their traffic in October  1857 reached out to Hamburg, 
Berlin, Vienna, Trieste, Stettin, St Petersburg, Moscow 
and even Kiev. On May 2, 1858 a direct circuit to Con-
stantinople in Ott oman Turkey was opened for the first 
time. The response was in French as they then con-
trolled the t elegraphs there.   

_________________________ 

Table 10 

The Electric Telegraph Company  
Growth 1850 ð 59  

          Miles of Wire Stations  Staff       Messages 
1850 7,046     257 - 64,734 
1851 9,400     224 - 99,216 
1852 15,737      207 - 211,137 
1853 20,588      338 - 345,793 
1854 23,570     420 1,281 572,216 
1855 27,729     404 1,131  745,880 
1856 28,875     423 1,114 812,223 
1857 29,613     460 1,201 881,271 
1858 31,144     519 1,305 870,143 
1859 32,678     552 1,594 1,025,269 

These figures, and those for profits, are all  taken from a 
Parliamentary report pr epared at the end of 1860.  

_________________________ 

The Electric Telegraph Company had an authorised 
capital of £1,148,000 of which it had called-up £827,885 
in 1859. The latter half of the 1850s had seen its greatest 
level of investment, so that in 1859 it had 32,499 miles 
of wire, 552 stations, of which 37 were in London, and 
carried 1,025,269 messages, employing 1,594 people.  

By February 1859 the Electric & International Telegraph 
Company outgrew it s handsome Central Station at 
Foundersõ Court and offices in Moorgate Street, moving 
its secretaryõs, accounting and engineering depart-
ments, with a new telegraph gallery for clerks and i n-
struments, a few hundred yards north to a new buil d-
ing, its General Offices; a tedious three-storey-and-
basement, ten-window wide brick buil ding in Great 
Bell Alley off Moorgate Street . The Company had 200 
employees there in 1868, over half of which were 
women clerk -operators. It was, remarkably, next adja-
cent to the office that W F Cooke had once occupied in 
the 1840s at Copthall Buildings. The architect was the 
same Henry Arthur Hunt who had designed their 
Foundersõ Court premises, now elevated to the position 
of Surveyor of Her Majestyõs Works and Public Build-
ings, with chambers at 4 Parliament Street, Westmin-
ster, rather than lowly Lambeth.  

The pneumatic tubes from the satellite offices at Minc-
ing Lane, Cornhill and the Stock Exchange, as well as a 
new line from Foundersõ Court, were brought together 
at a single station in the General Offices, and a further 
internal òair circuitó added to transmit documents and 
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even small packages from room to room between de-
partments.  

The ôIllustrated London Newsõ in 1859 gave a compre-
hensive description of the new General Offices:  

òMessrs Hunt & Stephenson have had to apply archi-
tecture to the novel requirements of the telegraph, and 
have, for the sake, principally, of obtaining light, e x-
tended this great telegraphic gallery over the whole top 
of the building.ó 

òIt is well known that the cause of female labour owes 
much to this company. The directors have developed a 
new branch of female employment, and one which ap-
pears admirably suited to their capabilities and co m-
fort. The foreign gallery in this building is worked by 
male telegraphists, nearly all foreigners; but the great 
gallery, in which the telegraphic business of the United 
Kingdom is performed, is worked solely by young f e-
males. There are, at the present time, ninety-six or 
ninety -seven young ladies engaged daily; and, apart 
from the telegraphic requirements in the gallery, every 
arrangement appears to be made for their comfort and 
privacy.ó 

òIt may be interesting to give the dimensions of this 
unequalled telegraphic gallery: The room is about 
eighty  feet in length, thirty  feet in width, and thirty  feet 
in height. It is lit from the roof with a steady northern 
light, and by large windows at the sides and ends: these 
serve also for ventilation. Two large sun burners (ceil-
ing gaslights and air -extractors) are provided, and a 
gaslight with shade to each instrument.ó  

òAdjoi ning this room is the foreign department, thirty -
one feet by twenty -four  feet.ó 

òThe male and female telegraphists have separate stair-
cases to gain their respective offices: that for the men 
leads from the princip al staircase. The female clerks 
have a private staircase, leading from their large room 
direct to the street-door of the premises. By this stair-
case also they descend to a dining-hall and cloak-room, 
which are provided excl usively for them. The ground 
floor is occupied by the sending-out offices and super-
intendentõs room. The secretaryõs offices and the board-
room are on the first floor.ó 

Remarkably, the Company persuaded the districtõs 
municipal authority, the City Corporation, to r ename 
the alley, Telegraph Street; so that its formal headquar-
tersõ address became 12 ð 14 Telegraph Street.  

Of course, all of the metropolisõ underground electric 
circuits had to be diverted to originate at Telegraph 
Street: these in 1859 were 1] west to Paddington railway 
station by way of Gresham Street, Holborn and Oxford 
Street; 2] south-west to Westminster and Parliament by 
Fleet Street and the Strand; 3] south to the Borough 
(Union Street, Southwark) via London Bridge railway 
station; and 4] north to the Angel, Islington a long the 
City Road, past Euston Square and Kingõs Cross rail-
way stations. From these conduits, the two other vital 
underground trunks ran 5] from Finsbury Square eas t-
wards to Shoreditch railway station, and 6] the very 

first subterranean cable, south from the Strand to the 
Waterloo Bridge railway station.  

By 1870 there had been some alterations to the General 
Offices; in the later 1860s east and west wings were 
added to the building. The basements then contained 
the engine room, the messengersõ waiting and dining 
rooms and the stores; the ground floor, the offices of the 
station manager, the accountant and the engineers; the 
first floor, the board room, the secretaryõs offices and 
the intelligence department; the second floor, the din-
ing rooms for the male and female clerks, and the third 
floor, the instrument galleries for the receipt and 
transmission of messages. The Anglo-American Tele-
graph Company and the Indo -European Telegraph 
Company then both leased rooms for their instruments, 
connecting with Americ a and India respectively.  

The General Offices had no counters for taking in mes-
sages, it was, in the Companyõs language, a òtransmis-
sion stationó through which messages to and from all of 
its London offices passed; Foundersõ Court in Lothbury 
was to remain to the end its largest and most profitable 
public office, originating over one-third of the Com-
panyõs annual income. It even had a small Post Office 
for letters adjacent to its main hall , replacing the old 
òFoundersõ Armsó public house.  

The complicated freehold and leasehold arrangements 
of the Foundersõ Court premises were finally rational-
ised in 1863. The building and the connected house in 
Moorgate Street were sold for £5,839 and the ground 
rent reduced by £800 per annum. The Company only 
retained the great public hall as its Central Station, the 
upper floors being taken over by offices for merchants 
and brokers. All of the electrical apparatus had then 
been moved to Telegraph Street and connected by 
pneumatic tube to the public coun ters in Lothbury.  

Organisation & Structure  
The Electric Telegraph Company was organised in geo-
graphical Districts each under a District Superintendent 
assisted by an Electrician and a Cashier, managing a 
corps of Inspectors, Mechanics and Linemen. The Su-
perintendent also had responsibility for any constru c-
tion works in their area.  The Superintendents reported 
weekly and monthly to Moorgate Street and met t o-
gether each quarter to address management and techni-
cal problems. The Districts were based on responsibility 
for  between 250 to 500 miles of line. Originally these 
were founded on and designated by the largest cities 
and railway companies, however by the end of the 
1850s they had consolidated into nine administrative 
areas:  

¶ Northern District, York  

¶ South Western District, Southampton   

¶ London District , Central station   

¶ Mi dland District, Derby   

¶ Western District, Bristol   

¶ Scottish District, Edinburgh  

¶ Eastern District,  Norwich  

¶ North Western  District, Liverpool  

¶ Irish District,  Dublin   
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There was also a Submarine Electrician of District r e-
sponsibility overseeing the new cables, based in Low-
estoft, on board the Companyõs cable-steamer, the Mon-
arch, and a large stores department.  

Each District comprised several Divisions; from four to 
six telegraph stations in their own circuit, of f rom fifty 
to a hundred miles length. At either end of the circuit 
was a so-called transmission station in a large office 
which connected to the separate long-lines that paral-
leled the Division wires. Messages in and out of the 
Divisions were switched or tr anscribed at these points. 

The Districts each employed six or so Inspectors of Di-
vision, a Mechanic to maintain the apparatus, sixteen or 
so Linemen looking after the insulators and overhead 
wires and around forty Labourers. The number of l a-
bourers in service varied widely, dependent on co n-
struction and maint enance needs. 

_________________________ 

Table 11 

The Electric Telegraph Company  

Profits 1850 - 1859 

  Gross Revenue Div idend 
1850*  £ 43,523  4% 
1851  £ 49,866  6% 
1852  £ 67,525  6½% 
1853  £ 104,185 6¾% 
1854  £ 123,231 6½% 
1855  £ 144,928 6% 
1856  £ 165,776 6½%  
1857  £ 180,734 8% 
1858  £ 177,638 6½%  
1859  £ 201,674 6¾%  

The drop in profits after 1857 can be explained by the 
American financial panic of that year brought about by 
outrageous speculations which had Atla ntic trade at a 
new low for a couple of years.  

* The year 1850 figures as published by the Company; 
otherwise they are from government returns  

_________________________ 

Management had a flat hierarchy: the Board of Direc-
tors, the Secretary & Manager, the District Superinte n-
dents and Clerks-in-Charge of stations; supported by 
accounting, electrical and engineering staff. There was 
also the corps of Inspectors that visited offices and sta-
tions to record problems for head office. It emplo yees, 
whether clerks, mechanics or messengers, worked long 
hours, as it had a policy of paying overtime rather than 
taking on  more people.  

In 1868 the annual salaries of senior members of staff, 
indicating their importance to the Company, were:  

¶ Henry Weaver, Secretary and General Manager, 
£1,600 

¶ C V Boys, Superintendant of the Intelligence De-
partment, £775 

¶ Henry Schütz-Wilson, Assistant Secretary, £575 

¶ W T Ansell, General Superintendant in Ir eland, 
£406 

¶ Benjamin Sutterby, Sporting News Reporter, £400 

¶ John Muirhead, Superintendant of Stores, £360 

To these can be compared the retainers for: 

¶ Latimer Clark, consultant engineer, £100 

¶ Cromwell Varley, consultant electrician, £200 

These two would, in considerable addition, earn fees 
for work that the Company commissio ned of them. 

Message charges were now going down and efficiencies 
increasing - during 1855, the average cost of the Elec-
tricõs messages was 4s 1Ĵd, of which working expenses 
were 2s 7d; in 1868 the average cost was just 2s 0¾d, 
with working expenses r educed to 1s 0¼d.  

The Last Decade 
The Company approached the French government in 
1859 with an offer to lay a new cable across the Channel 
between Newhaven and Dieppe, guaranteeing a low 
tariff. This was done to break the monopoly concession 
of the Submarine Telegraph Company between France 
and Britain, which was then renegoti ating its rights in 
Paris. The French rejected the proposal but compelled 
the Submarine company to make the new cable instead.    

By 1860 the Electric Telegraph Companyõs paid-up 
capital had reached £827,885, consisting of £719,900 in 
consolidated stock and £107,895 from an issue of 7,199 
new £25 shares, on which £23 was paid-up. This had 
been applied to its expansion in land lines and, partic u-
larly, in domestic and continental u nderwater cable 
circuits. Its income in that year was £4,000 per week, up 
from £100 a week ten years previously.  

On July 31, 1860 the Company contracted to erect a 
private wire from the city of Aberdeen to the Queenõs 
new residence in Scotland at Balmoral Castle.  

In June 1861 George Warren, a twenty-two year -old 
telegraph clerk in the Electric companyõs service, was 
attached to the Royal Household. On July 30, 1862 he 
was appointed Court Telegraphist, a position he held 
until his death in 1896, transferring his empl oy from the 
Company to the Post Office in 1868.  

The Company also maintained from 1861 a station with 
a clerk and apparatus within the Foreign Office at 7 
Whitehall Gardens, Westminster. This received and 
sent government diplomatic messages on the Com-
panyõs international circuits. The Foreign Office had a 
running account with the Electric company, settled 
monthly. Neighbouring government departments, the 
Home Office, the Treasury and others, also used the 
services of the Whitehall Gardens telegraph but they 
had to pay the clerk cash, like any other customer!  

In a rare addition to its basic annual reports to the 
Board of Trade in December 1861 the Company stated 
that it had 123 separate agreements with railway com-
panies and public bodies; these included free transmis-
sion of their business messages. The messages were 
said to be three times the volume of its public traffic!  

It was ruthless in trying to prevent the intr oduction of 
cheap rate competition at this time. The Electric placed 
all manner of legal obstacles in the way of the creation 
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of the United Kingdom Electric Tel egraph Company in 
1861. It challenged the United Kingdomõs right to road-
side lines in the Courts and even had its railway allies 
prevent its wires crossing their tracks. It recruited add i-
tional support from the Magnetic company and even 
the Rothschild family to ha rass and physically obstruct 
the building of these competing lines.  

_________________________ 

Table 12 

The Electric Telegraph Company  
Growth in Message Traffic 1851 - 1868 

The Companyõs message traffic during the eighteen 
years of its existence as a mature organisation grew 
enormously, the negative fluctuations being primarily 
driven by external financial and political infl uences, 
wars, post-war booms, investment booms and several 
money panics. From government returns of the number 
of messages in thousands and the percentage increase 
from the prev ious year were:-   

Year                 Messages ô000  % Increase 
1851  99.2  - 
1852  211.1  112.81 
1853  345.8  16.41 
1854  572.1  132.76 
1855  745.3  30.27 
1856  812.3  9.00 
1857  881.3  8.49 
1858  870.1  -1.26 
1859  1,025.3  17.83 
1860  1,117.4  8.98 
1861  1,201.5  7.53 
1862  1,534.6  27.72 
1863  1,825.4  18.95 
1864  2,356.4  29.09 
1865  2,971.1  26.09 
1866  3,150.1  6.03 
1867  3,351.9  6.41 
1868  3,755.3  12.04 

The Company itself published slightly different nu m-
bers for messages: 1850 ð 66,634; 1851- 101,216; 1852 ð 
215,137; and 1853 ð 350,500. The differences probably 
accounted for by Press and Service (company) traffic.  

_________________________ 

This final period was marked by external events that 
affected all of the telegraph companies. There was a 
fratricidal war in America, which generated huge pu b-
lic interest in Europe ð requiring special r esources for 
news-gathering. In Britain ther e occurred a Little Mania 
from 1862 until 1866; speculation in all manner of joint -
stock enterprises, with a second burst of railway pr o-
motion, although the most pro fitable lines had been 
built; there was now a lot of money available for i n-
vestment. Internationally, flaws were appearing in the 
stability of Europe, with wars consolidating the Ge r-
man and Italian states, and the fragmentation of Tur-
key, requiring new routes for secure electric commun i-
cation to India and the east rather than the most direct. 

By 1860 the Company had started to rely  on the Cooke 
& Wheatstone single-needle apparatus, although many 

circuits retained the two -needle apparatus to the end. It 
had then also adopted the American tel egraph, the key-
and-inker, initially on its foreign circu its to Holland, 
and by that year also for its long lines in Britain, con-
necting London, Manchester, Glasgow, Edinburgh and 
Aberdeen in 1862, slowly replacing the Bain writer. It 
also used the American telegraph on its long line and 
cable to Dublin in Irela nd.  

During  1861 it replaced its large Franked Message stamps 
with small Telegraph Stamps similar to postage stamps, 
portrait proportioned  in eight denominations for d o-
mestic traffic, and landscape in three prices for conti-
nental messages. These had to be used on the Com-
panyõs message forms that had the rules and regula-
tions on the reverse.  

The Company then had 6,727 miles of line, 32,787 miles 
of wire and 772 stations with 3,529 instruments in use.  

At a public exhibition for the British Association for t he 
Advancement of Science attended by 3,000 people in 
Manchester on September 17, 1861 the Electric & Inter-
national Telegraph Company demonstrated the pote n-
tial of their continental circuits. At 8 oõclock in the eve-
ning their clerk in Manchester connected with the st a-
tion at The Hague in Holland, at 8.10 he was in conver-
sation with Hamburg, at 8.20 Berlin was in circuit. At 
8.51 he was exchanging pleasantries with St Petersburg, 
and then at 9.05 with Moscow. A connection was next 
tried onward to Odessa on the Black Sea coast, 2,200 
miles away from Manchester by way of Berlin, St Pe-
tersburg and Moscow and messages exchanged at 9.17. 
All this amicable ôtalkingõ was done directly, using the 
American telegraph and C F Varleyõs automatic relays.  

In preparation f or the exhibition the Company had o r-
ganised a direct circuit from Foundersõ Court to Tagan-
rog in south Russia on Sunday, August 25, 1861. The 
city of Taganrog was the centre of the wheat trade, then 
of considerable importance to Britain. It covered a di s-
tance of 2,500 miles ð the longest yet achieved.  

During the night of January 6, 1862 a direct telegraphic 
link was made between Foundersõ Court in London 
and Smyrna in Ottoman Turkey, courtesy of the Ger-
man-Austrian Telegraph Union. It had a complicated 
route. The königliche Staatstelegraphenbureau in Leipzig, 
Saxony, co-ordinated the connection; it went from Lo n-
don to Amsterdam by land and cable, then overland 
through Hanover, Prussia, Saxony, Bohemia, Moravia, 
Galicia, Moldavia, Wallachia, Turkey in Europe  and 
Greece, going submarine at Cape Hellas to Scio (Chios) 
hence by cable to Smyrna! The connection was main-
tained for a half -hour and 3,000 characters sent and 
received. It is interesting to note that both ends of this 
ôcircuitous circuitõ were in the hands of English firms, 
the Electric in London and the Levant Submarine Tele-
graph Company on Scio.  

By 1864 the Electric was able to ôtalkõ directly with 
Omsk in Siberia from Telegraph Street, 3,000 miles dis-
tant, by way of Berlin and St Petersburg; Varleyõs relays 
then introducing òfresh electricityó every eight hun-
dred miles on the long lines in Prussia and Russia. 
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_________________________ 

Table 13 

The Electric Telegraph Company  
Statistics on Revenue 

Message Rate Analysis  1860  (1868*) 
1s 0d (within Londo n) 01.10%  (55%) 
1s 6d   21.70%  (30%) 
2s 0d   15.90%  (10%) 
3s 0d   13.11%  
4s 0d   31.00%  (5%) 
5s 0d (to Dublin)  00.90% 
Foreign   11.30% 
Miscellaneous  04.70% 

Revenue Sources 1859 
Messages, home  £ 113,886.2s.9d 54.7% 
Messages, foreign  £ 33,219.0s.0d 15.7% 
Maintenance for railways  £ 25,956.3s.8d 12.7% 
Frank stamps  £ 19,777.0s.9d 9.5% 
Intelligence  £ 11,685.13s.2d 5.6% 
Other   £ 3,470.1s.7d 1.7% 
Total   £ 207,994.1s.11d 100% 

Annual Circuit Revenues 1860 
London ð Liverpool  £ 10,612.19s.8d 
London ð Manchester £ 6,334.9s.4d 
London ð Birmingham  £ 2,481.0s.0d 
Liverpool ð Birmingham  £ 462.0s.0d 
Manchester ð Birmingham  £ 147.0s.0d 

From a confidential report from Mark Huish to Robert 
Grimston, chairman of the Electric Telegraph Com-
pany, October 1860. (* Parliamentary Report 1868, 1s 0d 
rate within 100 miles, 3s 0d and 4s 0d to Ireland) 

_________________________ 

During 1862 the Companyõs profits from domestic cir-
cuits were severely affected by cut-price competition, to 
the extent of òseveral thousandó pounds. This was only 
compensated for by opening 167 new offices, mainly at 
railway stations, to generate additional revenue, and by 
increased, hugely profitable foreign traffic. In January 
1862 the Board approved participation in a new cable 
from South Wales to Ireland for traffic to America and 
to Cork and Queenstown, the active ports of southern 
Ireland. This was to be carried out by a subsidiary, the 
London & South-of-Ireland Direct Telegraph Company. The 
line was rapidly co mpleted in March 1862.  

In 1863 labourers working on the rails leading to the 
eastern side of the London & North Western Railwayõs 
terminus at Euston Square uncovered sections of Cooke 
& Wheatstoneõs wooden battens containing the original 
five wire circuit of 1838. Pieces were immediately car-
ried off to sit in a place of honour in the Electric Tel e-
graph Companyõs boardroom in Telegraph Street. They 
were to be displayed alongside examples of the earliest 
apparatus devised by Cooke & Wheatstone and others 
used by the Company from its beginning .   

Throughout the 1860s there was a special effort to re-
duce costs. By the end of the decade on the most in-
tensely worked circuits between London and the cities 
of the north, starting with Newcastle -on-Tyne in July 

1867, the Company mechanised its traffic using the 
automatic equipment devised by Wheatstone in 1858: 
several clerks could prepare messages on punched tape 
to continually feed one high speed circuit.  

It also introduced small switchboards, called at the time 
umschalters, from their Prussian origins, to manage con-
nections between its increasingly complex network of 
circuits, and Varleyõs more sophisticated electrical re-
lays, also known as ôtranslatorsõ or ôcondensersõ, on its 
longest circuits eliminating the need for manual tra n-
scription.  

With the exception of its ôinvisibleõ underground cir-
cuits in large towns and cities the Electricõs lines were 
once again overhead wires on poles. The increasing 
number of close parallel wires on its most valuable 
routes was found to affect the efficiency of its circu its, 
in the short-term this was addressed by increasing the 
number of cells used.   

Memoriam  
J Lewis Ricardo, the first Chairman of the Company, 
died in August 1862, aged 50: the offices of the Electric, 
Magnetic and District telegraph companies closed for  a 
day and their flags lowered to half -mast in commemo-
ration of his services in founding their new i ndustry.  

The Board of Directors in mid -1862 consisted of the 
Hon Robert Grimston, chairman, Mark Huish, de puty -
chairman, G P Bidder, Thomas Brassey, the Earl of 
Caithness, W F Cooke, T Critchley, William Dunlop, 
John Hawkshaw, E R Langworthy, Frederick N Mic k-
lethwaite, Mark Philips, Lord Alfred Paget MP, W H 
Smith MP, Richard Till, Joseph Whitworth, and Major -
General William Wylde CB. This mass of seventeen 
compares with the original board of five in 1846.  

The Companyõs final years showed only a gradual ex-
pansion of its domestic lines; it concentrated on creat-
ing fo reign connections - especially towards the East. 
As will be seen, it abandoned the combating of compe-
tition in the courts for creating alliances in fixing 
charges and services with the ôenemyõ. The telegraph 
companies in their maturity began to co -operate in so 
many ways, such as pricing and news supply, that 
there appeared to be a virtual monopoly,  against the 
public interest. In this the Electric as the dominant con-
cern customarily took the in itiative.  

The Electric Telegraph Companyõs domestic preoccupa-
tion from 1862 was its belated expansion into Ireland 
from its cable-end at Dublin. It had repla ced its under-
water circuits after damage in 1861 with a single core 
cable, moving the ôEnglishõ end from the port of Holy-
head on Holy Island to Rhosneigr on the main body of 
Anglesey island, where it was less vulnerable to anchor 
damage and close to the Chester & Holyhead Railway 
which carried the Companyõs inland circuits. As it was 
to transpire in Ireland the Company had to erect poles 
along the Grand Canal from Dublin to reach Athlone 
and Galway, along the Barrow Nav igation, south from 
the Grand Canal, to reach Carlow and Waterford, and 
along the Royal Canal from Dublin, to reach Mullingar 
and Longford, hence by the Ballinamore & Ballyco nnell 



45 

Distant Writing  
 

A History of the Telegraph Companies in Britain between 1838 and 1868 
 

 © Steven Roberts 2006 - 2010  

Canal, the Ulster Canal and the Lagan Navigation to 
reach Belfast. In Ireland the Company did not have 
instruments  at railway stations; even by 1855 they were 
already occupied by competitive telegraph co mpanies. 

To achieve its objectives in John Bullõs other island the 
Company appointed William Thomas Ansell to be its 
General Superintendent and Engineer, a unique grade 
in its hierarchy, for Ireland. Ansell had worked for the 
Company since 1846, eventually becoming District Su-
perintendent for the North -West in Liverpool, before 
taking a break between 1858 and 1861 to advise R S 
Newall & Company on their cable works in t he Levant. 
In his new job he successfully and speedily organised 
the network of canal-side circuits that connected the 
islandõs principal cities, challenging the Magnetic co m-
panyõs local monopoly for the first time.   

Almost an Empire  
Suddenly, in 1862, the attention of the Electric & Inter-
national Telegraph Company was drawn to places five 
thousand miles away from its home in London. In the 
Far East the transfer of the East India Companyõs tele-
graph to the government in 1858 had been less than 
satisfactory. Public service was a minor consideration, 
messaging was slow - taking several days to cross the 
sub-continent, privacy was min imal, message costs 
high and, as with the state systems of continental 
Europe, the poorly -trained, poorly s upervised staff was 
overwhelmed by bureaucracy and by the volume of 
government messages that had absolute priority . Its 
circuits were, by and large, along dirt roads or across 
country, so subject to poor maintenance and reliability.  

The government telegraphs extended to 14,500 miles 
and cost £1,146,861 by April 1864. The average message 
charge on the India telegraph monopoly in 1860s was 
10s 0d; whilst in Britain, on the Companyõs circuits, it 
was 2s 0d.  

By 1862 there was an alternative: British-financed rai l-
ways were spreading over India , each of them having 
self-contained line-side telegraphs for traffic control, for 
their own messaging and for public messages, licensed 
by the government. The railways of India by 1864 had 
3,141 miles of telegraph line, which had cost them 
£411,924 to erect.  

Early in 1863, the chairman of the Electric, Robert 
Grimston, and the deputy chairman, Mark Huish, the 
former general manager of the London & North -
Western Railway, projected the Oriental Electric Tele-
graph Company to extend the Electricõs business model 
into the heart of India. The Oriental was to construct 
new wires, not exceeding six circuits, alongside of the 
railways at  its own cost and pay the railway 40s 0d per 
mile a year for 21 years, installing its own apparatus, 
paying also 10% of the cost of iron posts and 25% of 
wood posts per annum provided by the railway . If nec-
essary it would acquire the railwayõs entire telegraph 
works at cost. The railway companies would share the 
profits from the public telegraphs and each would pr o-
vide a director and the Electric two directors to manage 
the scheme. The engineers were the experienced and 

authoritative Charles Bright and Latimer Clark. They 
proposed to adopt the American telegraph, with key 
and printer, rather than the American òsounderó or 
acoustic telegraph used on the government lines, for 
reasons of accuracy, security and pr ivacy.   

The Oriental Telegraph Company, by which title it was 
also known, had first been promoted by the Bri tish-
Indian railway co mpanies with a prospectus on July 19, 
1859. It was then something of a forlorn hope against 
the state monopoly. But the service offered by their  
telegraphs was so appalling that on January 15, 1862 
the government in India unilaterally invited comme r-
cial interests to offer an alternative. This immediately 
led to the directors of the Electric Telegraph Company 
in London to seize on the vast new opport unity that 
India offered...  

During April 1863 the East Indian Railway  (with 1,078 
miles of telegraph line) , the Great Indian Peninsula 
Railway (781 miles), the Madras Railway  (532 miles), 
the Great Southern of India Railway  (79 miles), the 
Eastern Bengal Railway  [including the Calcutta & South 
Eastern Railway] (138 miles) and the Bombay, Baroda & 
Central India Railway  (185 miles), all except one of the 
railway co mpanies in India, had agreed to the terms 
proposed by the Oriental company. Together these 
connected the major cities of Agra, Ahmedabad, All a-
habad, Bombay, Calcutta, Calicut, Dacca, Delhi, Hy-
derabad, Madras and Nagpur, offering 4,000 miles of 
telegraph line to the Oriental company.  The exception, 
the Scinde Railway (which included the Punjaub Rai l-
way), was isolated from the others in the west of the 
country . All of these companies were organised in 
London and shared directors and shareholders with the 
major British rai lways. 

The Oriental company intended in itially to link the two 
principal cities of India, Bombay and Calcutta , by way 
of the Great Indian Peninsula Railway and the East 
Indian Railway. This would span the sub -continent 
from we st to east and connect with the new cable to the 
Persian Gulf and onward to Europe.  

However , whatever the authorities in India might have 
thought , the government in London decided on Sep-
tember 1, 1864 that a competitive public telegraph in 
that country  was ònot desirableó. Unlike in Britain 
where the railway companies were wholly indepen d-
ent, in India they worked within a system of gover n-
ment concessions and interest guarantees; the railways 
had to listen to the governmentõs opinion, working 
their tel egraphs under license.  

The Oriental Telegraph Company , despite its robust 
parentage, was abandoned. The Electric company had 
now set its eye on India and a few years later was to 
successfully create a 6,000 mile line of wire from Lo n-
don to Calcutta th rough its child, the Indo-European 
Telegraph Company.  

The Electric Telegraph Company was coy in regard to 
its relationships with foreign systems. All it would say 
publicly was that it was in connection with the Ge r-
man-Austrian Telegraph  Union through its Holland 
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cables and that the Dutch governmentõs Rijkstelegraaf, a 
member of the Union, represented its interests on the 
Continent, collecting and paying -out message money 
on its behalf. Its Assistant Secretary, Henry Schütz -
Wilson, and its engineers, such as Henry Pomeroy, also 
regularly visited the Rijkstelegraaf offices in Amsterdam 
to enable closer co-operation. The Chairman of the 
Company made it clear to Parliament in 1866 that it 
was satisfied with its relationship with the Union as 
regards both service and tariffs. In addition, he r e-
vealed that the Company had permanent direct circuits 
from London to Berlin and Frankfurt , by way of A m-
sterdam, leased from the Union.  

Whatever it said publicly, it had also developed strong 
relationships with the telegraph adminis trations of 
Prussia and Russia; from Frankfurt it worked a direct 
night circuit to Constanti nople in Ottoman Turkey  and 
from Berlin onward to St Petersburg in Russia ð the 
Ottoman and Russian governments both subscribing to 
the German-Austrian Telegraph Un ion. Its Assistant 
Secretary was visiting Berlin and St Petersburg in the 
1860s in addition to Amsterdam, and from these nego-
tiations it was allowed to establish ever longer uninte r-
rupted direct circuits from London, reaching east b e-
yond the Urals towards India and China, albeit only 
experimentally and du ring the night hours when local 
traffic was light.   

The success of these direct land lines was contrasted in 
the press with a long series of failures in submarine 
cables attempting to span the Mediterranean Sea, and 
the Atlantic and I ndian Oceans.  

Although the Company had previously been able to 
send telegraph messages to all of the stations in Europe, 
this had involved frequent manual transcription or re -
writing, often by clerks unfamiliar with the English  
language. Its technology had advanced to such an ex-
tent over ten years, with sophisticated new relays or 
repeaters of its own design, that the clerk pressing a 
tapper or key in Lo ndon could, by 1866, be sure that the 
inker of the receiver was making a signal mark in Ber-
lin, St Petersburg, Constantinople or even remote 
Omsk. This gave an incomparable increase in speed 
and accuracy of transmission.  

As context for these ambitions the Company would 
have been aware that during 1862 their ally, the Rus-
sian telegraph administration had begun construction 
of their immense Siberian line from Moscow to the 
mouth of the Amur river on the Pacific coast. Lt Col 
Dmitri Dmitrievich Romanov, engineer of the East Si-
berian Telegraph, described his task in ôAnnales té-
légraphiquesõ of January 1862; a two-wire overhead 
circuit was to be made from Moscow through Nizhni 
Novgorod, K azan, Perm, Ekaterinburg, Omsk, Tomsk, 
Irkutsk hence to the mouth of the Amur river. He e m-
phasised its connections with London. The line to 
Omsk and Ir kutsk was opened to schedule in 1862; the 
Pacific was anticipated to be reached in 1864. The Impe-
rial authorities planned five extensions to this strategic 
route: 1] a submarine circuit to Japan, 2] a branch to 
Vladivostok (the base for a new Russian Pacific Fleet), 

3] from Irkutsk south to Kia chta in China and so on to 
Pekin, 4] from Omsk (in direct contact with London  in 
1864) south to Cabool in A fghanistan and hence to the 
Punjaub in British India, and 5] from Ka zan south to 
Teheran in Persia, also anticipating a connection to In-
dia. All of these objectives were achieved in the follow-
ing decade, but mainly though the means of western 
companies, rather than the Russian state.  

With this knowledge i t is likely that the Electric Tel e-
graph Company anticipated  participati ng in an end-on 
connection at the Amur river with the Western Union 
Telegraph Companyõs extension from San Francisco, 
California, in the United States, through British Colo m-
bia and Russian America (Alaska) across the Behring 
Strait by way of a 53 mile cable, across the northern 
tundra to join the Siberian telegraph at the Amur, 
which Russian segments the Tsar had authorised on 
May 15, 1863 (in the Old Style calendar). As back-
ground , the Western Union company was at this time 
in fierce competitio n with the American Telegraph 
Company that had been formed by the Morse interests. 
American Telegraph were deeply involved with pr o-
moting the planned trans -Atlantic underwater cable. 
For these reasons, its enmity to Morse and its reserva-
tions as to the great cable, the Western Union was a 
natural ally for the Electric Telegraph Company.  

Building the Western Union extension line north from 
California eventually commenced in July 1864, W T 
Henleyõs Telegraph Works of London being commis-
sioned to manufacture the iron overhead line wire a s 
well as the Arctic cable.   

This would provide a circuit from London by way of 
Moscow and San Francisco to New York! But it  was not 
to be, construction of the Russian America line was 
abandoned in July 1867... 

It is reasonable to believe, from the early 1860s, that the 
Electric & International Telegraph Company had an 
òeasternó strategy; planning to implement  a new public 
telegraph system in British India over the rai lways, 
uniting this with its domestic circuits by leased dir ect 
lines across Europe and Asia. It was only narrowly 
thwarted in the creation of the first global communic a-
tions network.  

On the Defensive  

The threat of government  intervention  in the domestic 
market, starting with a mo derate Act of Parliament in 
1863 imposing limited regulation, balanced by the a l-
lowance of some general powers, led to a much more 
defensive business posture than had previously been 
the case. An annual dividend limit of 10% was en-
forced, as with other regulated utilities such as gas 
companies; however to overcome this imposition the 
Company began to top-up previous yearsõ dividends to 
the maximum allowed with substantial b onuses.  

As a counter-measure the Company revealed, in addi-
tion to its historical average annual div idend of 5%, 
that it had accrued a further 85% in what it called òre-
served profitsó, which it expected the government to 
take into account in the purchase price should the state 
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choose to appropriate it. This was an early example of 
the defensive ôpoison-pillõ strategy to ward-off un-
wanted take-overs.  

The pressure for acquisition came from ambitious civil 
servants in the Post Office who sought a communica-
tions monopoly òin the public interestó. There was only 
a limited understanding of the real value of the 
wayleaves over the railways, or unlike the mails that 
there were few economies of scale in telegraphy. But in 
their lobbying they were to be supported by large el e-
ments of the press who resented their reliance on the 
telegraph for news. The press was keen to eliminate the 
growing number of public and private new srooms that 
also received intelligence by telegraph, presenting  it to 
their prosperous business clients instantly.  

Robert Grimston, the chairman, prepared and pu b-
lished òThe Statement of the Case of the Electric & In-
ternational Telegraph Company against the govern-
ment Bill for A cquiring the Telegraphsó in 1868.  

In this he made several points; first, that in 1867 76% of 
its income came from just eighteen stations; 15% came 
from another eighty -one stations and that 3% came 
from the r emaining 1,100 stations. Of the 76% half the 
money came from the Central Station in London and a 
quarter from  the main offices in Liverpool and Ma n-
chester. The Company had surveyed all towns  in the 
United Kingdom  with pop ulations of more than 1,500 
people then un-provided with public telegr aphy and 
found that they amounted to just 1,000 places. The 
Companyõs view was that extensions of line to these 
small towns would n ever pay their costs.  

The Company claimed that postmasters in rural di s-
tr icts were unfit to manage the complex apparatus and 
to deliver urgent telegraphic messages as well as mail.  

Grimston recorded that the telegraph comp anies in 
Britain had a long history of profitable working and 
that telegraphs in public ownership in Europ e either 
made operating losses and were a burden on the public 
purse or were subsidised by so-called transfer traffic , 
which merely passed through its circuits, going to and 
from  other countries, often Britain. The companiesõ cir-
cuits in the United Kingdom  were proved substantially 
cheaper to work than those on the continent.  

He also noted that a uniform low message rate, even 
with very intense traffic, was u nworkable  in terms of 
profit , as proven by the competitive but luckless Lon-
don District Telegraph C ompany.  

With its current pricing regime the Electric had i n-
creased the number of messages carried 105% in four 
years, from 1,534,590 in 1862 up to 3,150,149 in 1866. 
Yet working expenses had increased just 40%. The 
number of messages per mile of wire, a measure of effi-
ciency, grew from 44 to 66 in the period.  

The Electric proposed finally in Gri mstonõs paper that 
the three extant national telegraph companies merge 
their circuits in to one joint -stock concern under greater 
state regulation.  

Robert Grimstonõs predictions turned out to be correct: 
too many local circuits were built by the government, 
all losing public  money; local post offices had to be 
equipped with £ 30 dial telegraphs rather than £6 needle 
telegraphs requiring trained clerks; a uniform low 1s 0d 
message rate encouraged a huge traffic which was not 
counter-balanced by any cost-saving efficiencies of 
scale. Later, wholly illogically, the message rate was 
reduced to half the charge originally proposed.   

As well as the increasing calls for state intervention in 
telegraphy, mostly emanating from the provi ncial press 
and elements of the Post Office, the year 1866 saw the 
collapse of the entire London financial market. Ove r-
end, Gurney & Company, a historically grand firm of 
money-dealers, topping a pyr amid of finance houses, 
public works, railway, dock and ship -building ente r-
prises, failed through gross speculation in May, dra g-
ging with it banks in the metropolis and in the country. 
The new intercontinental cable companies just man-
aged to raise funds during 1865 and 1866. Capital avail-
able shrank to nothing for four years and the events of 
the year led in part to a thirty -year slump in the British 
economy. The ability to expand its public facilities, 
even if the will were there, evaporated.  

The Telegraph Act of 1863 gave powers to erect circuits 
to any incorporated company, removing the need for a 
Special Act of Parliament, other than when acquiring a 
patent monopoly. Although gover nment appropriation 
was being widely discussed these powers to erect tele-
graphs were adopted by several local concerns for pub-
lic telegraphs, by large and small railway companies, 
by large industrial o rganisations and by bodies such as 
those managing lighthouses, needing remote commu-
nication. The effect on the Electric and its competitors 
was negligible as those small lines offering public ac-
cess commonly worked in concert with one or other of 
the national providers. The Company also assisted in 
the promotion of several of these, where it  felt applying 
its own capital was not  likely to be profitable.  

According to government  returns, in 1863 the Company 
possessed 8,282 miles of line, 4,489 instruments and 
1,022 stations. In the following year it had 8,658 miles 
and 5,136 instruments. The number of telegraph sta-
tions apparently  remained the same.  

In 1863 the Electric tried a version of Wheatstoneõs new 
automatic telegraph, creating a triangular circuit b etween 
Foundersõ Court in London, Bristol in the west of Eng-
land, Birmingham in the Midlands and back to London. 
It installed Wheatstoneõs tape-fed rotary sender but 
connected it to its ordinary American receiver; 166 let-
ters were transmitted in one minute, which compared 
with a manual performance by an expert clerk of b e-
tween 117 and 123 letters. As it did not try Wheat-
stoneõs much improved automatic receiver at this time 
the di fference in rates was not overly significant.   

In December 1863 a great gale swept the North of Eng-
land and Scotland. The Electricõs board reassured its 
shareholders in the following January that its òtimberó 
(telegraph poles) in the north had been rigorously rei n-
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forced and was proof against storms. It announced, too, 
that new circuits had been opened between Newcastle 
and Edinburgh; all the poles on the line were r eplaced 
with strengthened ti mber. The vital Zandvoort cable 
had been repaired on August 6, 1863; the English in-
shore end was replaced with a new section taken from 
spare coils that the Company kept in its stores. In Janu-
ary 1864 the Dublin and Holyhead failed yet again; all 
of the Companyõs traffic between Britain and Ireland 
was diverted through the new Wexford cable. New 
wires were inserted in the long -lines between London, 
Liverpool and Manchester in late 1863 so that direct 
transmission, without manual transcription, could take 
place to virtually all of the major towns in Britain.  

On December 2, 1863 the Company received a message 
from Irkutsk, 4,000 miles east of St Petersburg, on the 
way to China and the Pacific. It now took eight hours 
rather than twenty -three days to reach East Siberia. 

What had come to be an annual telegraphic event, dat-
ing from 1846; the Queenõs speech on the opening of 
Parliament in November 1864 comprised 965 words 
and was transmitted to the provinces  and Europe in 
thirty -one minutes. In 1846 it took an hour to send 360 
of Her Ma jestyõs words to Norwich.   

Earlier in the year, on Tuesday, January 26, 1864, the 
Members of Parliament for Birmingham, John Bright 
and William Scholefield, engaged in a great public de-
bate in their joint constituency . It was regarded as an 
event of national significance. C V Boys, the Companyõs 
news superintendant, and Mr Wade, the clerk -in-charge 
in Birmingham, made special arrangements for tran s-
mission of the speeches to ôThe Timesõ in London. 
Sending commenced at 8.30pm, three American tele-
graphs and Varleyõs relays were in circuit. With a half -
hour break around 11pm, the transmission was finished 
at 2.30am. The great debateõs 12,000 words, containing 
49,000 letters, appeared in the first edition of ôThe 
Timesõ on Wednesday, January 27, over six whole col-
umns of print. The tape received on the three instru-
ments at Telegraph Street was over one mile long.  

In addition to its eastern ambitions, a lmost invisibly, 
from the early 1860s, the Companyõs engineers and 
electricians took over management of the Atlantic tel e-
graph project, to connect Ireland and Newfoun dland in 
America, but they carefully distanc ed themselves from 
raising capital . The parliamentary commission on the 
failed cable of 1858 was dominated by associates of the 
Company and its allies, with six out of eight members, 
including Charles Wheatstone. It also sponsored a new 
company to make a direct cable from South Wales to 
connect with the proposed Atlantic cable end in Ireland  
in 1862. The Electricõs engineer, Latimer Clark,  and its 
electrician, Cromwell Varley, displaced  the original 
incumbents in managing the great cable. Together they 
drove it to  ultimate success in 1866.  

Its corporate interest in the Atlantic cable, as opposed 
to the technical support offered by its scientific adv i-
sors, engineers and electricians, coincided with the ex-
tinction of the old Morse concern, the American Tel e-

graph Company, which had promoted the cable in 
Washington. It was absorbed by the Western Union 
Telegraph Company in 1866, with which  the Electric 
maintained a friendly relationship. Its chairman, Robert 
Grimston, and its original founder, G P Bidder, joined 
the Atlantic Telegraph Co mpanyõs board in 1866.  

Apart from its domestic and Holland cables, by which 
it incidentally acquired a substantial knowled ge base, 
the Electric company had avoided direct involvement 
in expensive and risky underwater telegr aphy  during 
the 1850s. Its technology emphasised efficiencies and 
performance in land circuits; its expansion strategy, on 
using these improvements in co-operation with land -
based allies abroad.  

In its domestic market, in  1865, there were 9,306 miles 
of line, 45,044 miles of wire, 1,180 stations and 5,778 
instruments . In that year 2,196,046 messages were sent 
on its circuits. On July 10, 1865 the Company, and its 
competitors, abolished the flat rate charge of 1s 0d for 
twenty words between the largest cities and towns as 
unprofitable and reverted to a common zone tariff. D e-
spite this the number of messages increased in the latter 
half of the year.  

_________________________ 

Table 14 

The Electric Telegraph Company  
System Development 1850 - 1868 

 At   Line Wire Instrument 
December Miles Miles Numbers  
1850  1,786 7,206 - 
1851  2,122 10,650 - 
1852  3,709 18,545 - 
1853  4,409 21,315 - 
1854  4,954 24,304 - 
1855  5,228 27,989 2,603 
1856  5,398 28,627 2,777 
1857  5,637 29,498 2,938 
1858  6,103 30,733 3,024 
1859  6,272 31,346 3,195 
1860  6,541 32,148 3,352 
1861  6,727 32,787 3,529 
1862  7,597 35,066 4,034 
1863  8,230 39,042 4,489 
1864  8,659 41,592 5,136 
1865  9,306 45,044 5,778 
1866  9,740 47,572 6,491 
1867  10,007 49,619 7,245 

The statistics provided by Robert Spelman Culley, the 
Engineer-in-Chief to the Company, in his Report to 

Parliament on July 6, 1868. These differ slightly from 
others previously provided.  
_________________________ 

On October 28, 1865 Richard Till, one of the original 
directors of the Company in 1846, died. A lawyer and 
collector of income tax, he was a close associate of G P  
Bidder and Morton Peto, being a director with them of 
the Rock Life Assurance Company and the Norfolk 
Railway, as well as of other railways. He was age 81.  
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On the failure, once again, of its Howth to Holyhead 
cable in 1865 the Company announced that it would 
instead lay its own cable on the shorter, safer route 
from Port Patrick in Scotland to Antrim in Ulster ð par-
allel to that of the Magnetic companyõs - to form new 
circuits from Liverpool, Manchester and Glasgow t o 
Belfast and Dublin. It was completed between Ki l-
lantringan, Wigtow nshire and Whitehead, Antrim on 
June 19, 1866. It connected in Scotland with its wires 
alongside of the Portpatrick Railway to Du mfries.  

More importantly it also wanted a third cable to 
Europe, to increase the capacity of its existing two 
through Holland. In 1865 it approached the gover n-
ments of Holland, Hanover and Prussia for new lan d-
ing rights. Fortuitously the Submarine Telegraph Co m-
panyõs concession to Hanover was forfeited in 1865; 
Reuterõs Telegram Company, the news agency, stepped 
in and acquired the rights and immed iately offered a 
quarter share, one wire, for use of the public to the Elec-
tric & International Telegraph Company. The Company 
thus gained additional access to the Continent without 
increasing its capital.  

On the morning of January 11, 1866 an immense storm 
devastated its overhead circuits within a fifty mile r a-
dius of London.  A heavy fall of snow in severely sub -
zero temperatures coated wires with ice to a thickness 
up to six inches. The lines alongside of the Great West-
ern Railway between London and Bristol, and on the 
London &  North Western Railway between London 
and Rugby, a total of 450 miles of wires and poles, were 
òentirely destroyedó by snow and winds . Henry 
Weaver, the company secretary, estimated the cost of 
repairs at £20,000. The Companyõs system was only 
full y restored on February 19, 1866.  

In addition to this extraordinary expenditure from its 
reserve fund, the Board announced that the number of 
circuits to Edin burgh, Leeds, York, Derby and East An-
glia were to be increased in 1866 to cope with increased 
demand. A new line was also laid along the south coast 
of England between Brighton, Portsmouth and South-
ampton.  

In 1866 Robert Spelman Culley, formerly District Super-
intendent for the  West of England, who had worked for 
the Company since 1846, was appointed engineer in 
place of Latimer  Clark. The assistant engineer then was 
W H Winter. Both were to join the Post Office Tel e-
graphs in 1870.  

With the success of the cables between Ireland and 
Newfoundland the Electric and Magnetic companies 
came to a joint agreement with the Atlantic Telegraph 
Company and the Anglo -American Telegraph Com-
pany, the cablesõ owners, on November 13, 1867. A two 
wire ci rcuit dedicated to Atlantic traffic, between the 
cable end at Valentia and London, via Wexford, was 
leased by the former to the latter.   

During  1868 the Electric & International Telegraph 
Company advertised its principal st ations as:  

London : Central Station, Foundersõ Court, EC; and 
branches, Blackwall, at the railway station, EC; 13 Bank 

Buildings, Metropolitan Cattle Market, N ; 6 Coal Ex-
change, Lower Thames Street, EC; 149 Cheapside, EC; 
27 Cornhill, EC (7am to 12 midnight); Crystal Palace, 
Sydenham, SE; 6 Edgware Road, W; Fenchurch Street, 
corner of Mincing Lane, EC; 30 Fleet Street, EC; 10 Fos-
ter Lane, EC; General Post Office, St Martinõs le Grand, 
EC; Gloucester Road North, Camden Town, NW; 17a 
Great George Street, Westminster, SW; 241 High Hol-
born, WC; Highbury, corner of Highbury Place, Islin g-
ton, N; House of Commons, Central Lobby, SW; 8 
Leadenhall Street, EC; Lloydõs Merchantsõ Rooms, EC; 
London Docks, main entrance, E; Subscription Room, 
Jackõs Coffee House, Old Corn Exchange, EC; 74 Old 
Broad Street, EC; 314 Oxford Street, W; 28 Regent 
Street, SW; 22 St Georgeõs Place, Knightsbridge, SW; 
Shoreditch, archway, front of rai lway station, EC; 2 
Southwark Street, Borough, SE; Stock Exchange, New 
Court entrance, Throgmorton Street, EC; 448 Strand, 
WC (open day and night); 89 St Jamesõs Street, SW; Tat-
tersall's, SW; 178 Upper Thames Street, EC; West Lon-
don Railway, Kensington W; 32 Wharf Road, City 
Road, N; 106½ Camden Road, NW; New Court, 
Throgmorton Street, EC; and at the termini of all the 
railways, Euston Square (London & North -Western 
Railway), Kingõs Cross (Great Northern), Liverpool 
Street (Great Eastern, formerly the Eastern Counties), 
Fenchurch Street (London & Blackwall), London Bridge 
(South Eastern and London, Brighton & South -Coast), 
Cannon Street (South Eastern), Waterloo Bridge (Lon-
don & South-Western), Victoria (London, Chatham & 
Dover and London, Brighton & South -Coast) and Pad-
dington (Great Western). This gave the Electric a total 
of forty -five public telegraph o ffices in the metropolis.  

Aberdeen 59 Marischall Street  
Railway Station  

Bath  8 New Bond Street Buildings 
Birmingham  Temple Buildings  
  Corn Exchange 
  Railway Stations 
Belfast  Victoria Street 
  8 Donegal Square 
Brighton   18 Old Steine 
  Bedford Hotel  
Bristol   Exchange Buildings 
  Railway Stations 
Cambridge Town Hall  
  Railway Station 
Cardiff   5 Powell Place, Docks 
  Town Hall  
  Railway Station 
Cork  89 South Mall  
Derby  Corn Exchange 
  Railway Station 
Dublin   4 College Green 
  Canal Harbour  
  Eden Quay 
Dundee  Corner, Cowgate & Wellgate 
Edinburgh  68 Princes Street 
  Parliament House 
  Railway Stations 
Falmouth  Arwenack Street 
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Glasgow  The Exchange 
  St Vincent Street 
  Railway Stations 
Hull   53 Low Gate 
  Paragon Street 
  Southend 
Leeds  4 Park Row 
  Railway Stations 
Leith   26 Bernard Street 
Liverpool  25 Castle Street 
  9 Exchange Buildings 
  12 Walter Street 
  Lime Street Stations, &c. 
Manchester 4 York Street 

Ducie Buildings  
  Stock Exchange 
  1 Mosley Street 
  Railway Stations 
Newcastle- 1 & 2 Lombard Street 
 upon-Tyne Railway Station 
Newport  Old Masonic Hall  

Monmouthshire Rl y. Station 
Norwich   Royal Hotel, Market Place 
Perth  Railway Station 
Plymouth  Plymouth side of Railway Bridge  
  The Exchange 
Portsmouth  12 The Hard, Portsea 
  High Street 
  Railway Station 
Preston  Railway Stations 
Sheffield  New Exchange 
  Railway Station 
Southampton High Street 
  Railway Station 
Sunderland William Street  
  Railway Station  
Wakefield  Corn Exchange 
  Railway Station 
Waterford  Chamber of Commerce 
Weymouth  Luceõs Royal Hotel 
York  17 Mickelgate 
  Railway Station 

But the towns of Cricklade with 37,000 inhabitants, 
Gateshead with 33,000, Oldbury, with 16,000, Pembroke 
with 15,000 and Dukinfield, 15,000, were then still 
without any telegraphic facilities.  Most of them, how-
ever, were a short distance from  òtelegraphó towns, 
being within walking distance of  Newcastle and Bir-
mingham, for example.  

The Electricõs last major domestic investments were 
completed in 1867; their original sub-sea cable to the 
Isle of Wight o f 1852 was duplicated, and an underw a-
ter cable laid from Kingston -upon-Hull across the river 
Humber to New Holland, a distance of two miles, gi v-
ing access to Great Grimsby , replacing its old subma-
rine circuit of 1856. Hull had been the site of its first 
underwater cable in 1849.  

Wheatstoneõs automatic telegraph with punched tape 
feed and fast-writing receivers was introduced on its 
busiest long lines from London  duri ng 1867, initially  to 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne, then in the same year to Man-
chester, Edinburgh and Glasgow . This multiplied the 
sending and receiving rates by a factor of five over its 
needle and American apparatus. Wheatstone assigned 
the rights to the Company  on July 1, 1867 in return for a 
royalty of 7s 6d per mile per annum. To speed up the 
message entering process, the Companyõs engineer, R S 
Culley, devised an automatic punch in 1867 powered 
by the air produced for its òpneumatic circuitsó or mes-
sage tubes.  

Unlike its competitors, the Magnetic and United Kin g-
dom Telegraph companies, the Electric continued in-
vesting in and refurbishing its network to the very end. 
It added 2,500 miles of wire to its circuits in 1866 and 
2,000 miles in 1867. With the prospect of government 
appropriation the other companies increased wire 
mileage only in three figures. Their roadside overhead 
wires had similarly been allowed to deteriorate, whilst 
the Electricõs long lines by the side of the railways were 
maintained in excellent condition, even in the opinion 
of the Post Officeõs hireling experts.  

The final Board of Directors had thirteen members,  the 
Hon Robert Grimston, chairman, Frederick N Mic k-
lethwaite, deputy chairman, G P Bidder, Thomas 
Brassey, the Earl of Caithness, W F Cooke, C W Earle, E 
R Langworthy, Mark Philips, Lord Alfred Paget MP, W 
H Smith MP, Joseph Whitworth, and Major -General 
William Wylde CB.  

William Fothergill Cooke and George Parker Bidder 
had been directors of the Electric Telegraph Company 
since its founding in September 1845, twenty-three 
years previously. In that year the Company inherited 
1,000 miles of telegraph line from Cooke & Whea tstone. 

In 1868, its final year of independent working , the Elec-
tric & International Telegraph Company had a paid -up 
capital of £1,177,425 with 10,007 miles of line (50,065 
miles of wire)  throughout England, Wales, Scotland 
and Ireland, as well the offshore islands. The Com-
panyõs 1,465 clerks and 759 messengers sent 3,137,478 
inland messages and 539,188 foreign messages. It pos-
sessed 7,245 telegraph instruments, of which 662 were 
inkers or printers.  

As a final moment of drama on December 26, 1868, the 
officers and clerks of the Electric Telegraph Company 
were sworn-in as Special Constables in the City of Lon-
don in reaction to Fenian outrages. The City, in which 
the Company was then the largest private employer, 
alone recruited 3,090 men over age twenty-one to watch 
over property for attacks by incendiaries (te rrorists), 
especially at night, and to assist the City Police in sup-
pressing riot and distu rbance of the public peace. 

The Company, and its competitors, had two more years 
of phoney existence as the government  made admini s-
trative arrangements and began an extensive array of 
line extensions. It was not until February 5, 1870 that 
the Electric & International Telegraph Company ceased 
working.  Only its offshore associates, the Orkney & 
Shetland Islands Telegraph Company and the Scilly 
Islands Telegraph Company, were to escape immediate 




