From the numerous individual localised railway companies, through mergers, grouping, nationalisation and privatisation, the history of Britain’s
railway companies has been complex. The government departments, regulatory bodies and other organisations that have supported and controlled
the railways have also changed many times. The records of the many bodies that have played a part in the story can be found at both The National
Archives and the National Railway Museum, but also in the many other archive collections across the country. The aim of this tool is to visually
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represent the changing landscape of the railways.

Please note that this is by no means a complete picture. It doesn’t include some of the smaller, short-lived, or regional bodies, or subsidiary

organisations, but highlights some of the key dates, and organisations whose records are now held at The National Archives and the

National Railway Museum. To find records of railway companies and bodies held elsewhere, download the accompanying spreadsheet.
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Private railway companies

From the earliest days of passenger railways, particularly
from the opening of the Liverpool & Manchester Railway,
companies and lines proliferated with a huge expansion in
the 1840s, known as the period of railway mania.

Despite several mergers and takeovers, there were still 120
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http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/3-4/97/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo5/9-10/50/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo5/11-12/55/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Eliz2/10-11/46/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1993/43/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/42/contents

