






and nomenclature of their impedimenta is
fascinating. In particular there were stringent
exceptions to what might be counted as
luggage and thus be carried free:
supplementary tickets were sold to cover the
carriage of an incongruous list of items,
including various animals, perambulators in all
their forms, cycles of several kinds, bass viols
and even coffins. Sometimes these tariffs were
set on a zonal basis with charges for each range
of distances from the station of origin.

Supplementary activities additional 
to rail carriage
There was a plethora of activities for which
advance payment could be made at the time of
booking and for which supplementary tickets
were issued. These had to be clearly
distinguishable from travel tickets. Some
examples are illustrated.

Edmondson prevails
Edmondson’s contribution — and the source of
his fortune — came from being in the right
place at exactly the right time to promote his
invention. The Newcastle & Carlisle Railway
did not, as sometimes stated, wholly spurn him
— it adopted his system late in 1838 — but he
was offered better terms by the Manchester &
Leeds Railway in 1839 and it was there that his
system was fully developed. Other companies

soon learned of it: one may perhaps guess how
when we find that it was a deputation of
Quakers who came from the Birmingham &
Gloucester in 1839 to inspect the “system of
ticketing [which] is both more economical and
a greater security against frauds …” By 1847
74 of the 80 principal British railway
companies had adopted the Edmondson system
and he had left the railway industry to set up in
business with his brother, son and nephews in
Manchester, London, Glasgow and Dublin.
Apart from the sale of equipment and tickets,
Edmondson charged the participating
companies a licence fee of ten shillings (50p)
per mile of track. Edmondson’s system also
spread abroad, initially to France, and through
the then Crown Agents for the Colonies to
British possessions overseas, thus turning this
into a worldwide system .

The establishment of the Railway Clearing
House in 1842, which included amongst its
functions the apportionment of receipts for
passenger journeys involving two or more
member companies, encouraged
standardisation of ticket forms to ease the
gargantuan task of sorting and accounting. If
Edmondson provided the technical innovation,
the RCH set up the institutional framework
which in practice confirmed the dominant
system throughout these islands. The RCH’s
system of revenue allocation also facilitated
single-coupon ticketing between two or more
companies’ lines and avoided the need (as in
the United States at the time) for separate
tickets for each company’s sector. Edmondson
never had a monopoly, though. Many larger
companies printed their own tickets, of
distinctive style but variable quality, and there
were other big printers, but the universal
presence of ticket racks and dating presses of
Edmondson’s dimensions in effect mandated
indefinitely his original concept and design.
The Edmondson printing firm itself continued
in existence until 1960 but the principles
outlasted the company.

416 tons of paper
The survival of a ticket ledger from Shipley
(Great Northern Railway) station illustrates the
scale of ticket stock required at a modest
station. With traffic in May 1882 of just over
9,000 bookings a month (around 400 a day),

the office issued printed tickets that month to
46 different destinations and in 72 different
forms. The great majority of these (50 out of
72) were issued less than once a day and six
only once in a month. Most bookings were to
four local stations, at fares of 3d or less.
Generations later, records from Kegworth (BR
London Midland Region) give a similar
picture. In the 1950s the station held printed
tickets to 59 destinations in 192 different
forms, but only fourteen stations accounted for
nearly all the station’s traffic and some printed
tickets were sold less than once a year, a few
never. In 1962 alone 31,450 pre-printed tickets
were delivered to Kegworth, several times the
number of annual passengers; many were never
used. At the diminutive end of the scale the
little station at Waenfawr (sic) on the North
Wales Narrow Gauge Railway, with six
departures a day, held printed tickets to eight
destinations in 30 different forms. 

Even after considerable simplification the
British Transport Commission in 1958
specified nearly 200 different forms of
standard ticket, with about 300 different titles;
in theory all these could have been available at
any one major station, printed to each of a wide
range of different destinations in both adult and
child forms. Taking only ordinary single and
return tickets, of two classes and for both
children and adults, a relatively modest list of
five hundred destinations requires stocks of at
least 4,000 different forms of printed ticket, to

The normal British return ticket was in two-
coupon, horizontal format, perforated to
facilitate detachment of the outward portion at
destination. Varied-coloured outward and
return halves was once common, as was the
skeleton overprinted letter denoting ticket type,
but on this ticket are non-standard colours. The
National Coal Board inherited the South
Shields, Marsden & Whitburn Colliery Railway
from the Harton Coal Company in 1947 and
continued a public passenger service (with
appropriate Edmondson tickets) until 1953. In
South Shields two different nationalised
industries sold railway tickets!

The Edmondson ticket was a pioneer business
system and its cards could be used for many
purposes apart from travel. Before security
obsessions became overwhelming, a popular
activity encouraged by steamship companies
was to arrange tours of the public areas of
ships in port, with a view to awakening
interest in future cruises. This ticket was issued
by the LMSR in association with Cunard-White
Star for a visit to a liner docked at Liverpool.
The ‘audit number’ at the lower right (133)
indicates that the ticket was issued at
Birmingham New Street.

Brampton Junction station (photographed in
1967), where Thomas Edmondson began his
railway career in 1837. (Stations UK)
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which must be added many hundred more
types of special (such as privilege, forces and
accompanied traffic), reduced fare and blank
tickets. The scale of holdings at major stations,
such as Crewe with its wide range of directly-
reached destinations, beggars belief. 

In 1957 British Railways printed 524
million tickets (weighing 416 tons!). When
BR’s Camden Town, Paddington, Dorking and
Glasgow plants were closed and ticket printing
was centralised at Crewe in 1967, 250,000
different ticket formes were still required. The
Crewe printing works, using 36 modernised
machines, initially printed about 300 million
tickets each year. Many were wasted: in 1957 it
was found that 40% of all tickets in stock were
‘non-moved’ in the winter months and a survey
showed that one typical agency sold only from
one to 23 of a range of printed ticket types in a
month.

Because even in these cases most possible
journeys had to be catered for by the use of
‘station to blank’ tickets, each booking office
also needed registers of fares to other stations
and had to correct these regularly as fares
increased or conditions changed. The
supporting documentation behind the
Edmondson ticket was equally vast. The little
station at Llangedwyn on the Tanat Valley
Light Railway, whose fare book dated October
1923 survives, maintained fares of different
types and classes to 58 different stations, while
at the other extreme the Southern Region’s ‘via
London’ fares manual of the 1960s contained
data for calculating about 6,500 fares,
including the wide range of variable routings
for which different rates were chargeable. 

These particulars indicate some of the
major shortcomings of the Edmondson system.
Ordering, printing, storing and auditing ticket
stocks on this scale called for an army of
experienced and reliable staff at considerable
recurrent expense. The blank ticket procedure,
in particular, required the issuing clerk not only
quickly and legibly to complete the ticket itself
but also to complete by hand two or three
additional records, and demanded constant
policing if abuse was to be avoided. The
massive task of sorting and tabulating used and
collected tickets was a necessary part of the
audit process. Printed tickets could represent a
sizeable cash value and their theft and misuse
— for instance, by appropriating tickets out of
order and disposing of them illicitly — was
hard to guard against. Measures were needed
to prevent fraud by printers, who could
lucratively dispose of high-value over-runs. In

a busy office it was
difficult to identify
the actions of a particular clerk in assigning
responsibility for error or fraud. Alteration and
forging of tickets by travellers were not
unusual. Such problems were never entirely
eliminated.

On the other hand the basic simplicity,
adaptability and comprehensiveness of the
Edmondson system, and above all its speed of
operation, were compelling advantages.

Mechanisation and the end of the
Edmondson
The sheer bulk of the pre-printed ticket system,
and the vast audit and accountancy work
associated with it, encouraged mechanisation
once suitable systems became available. The
growing volume of railway passenger traffic
made such an expedient more urgent. As early
as 1909 the International Railway Congress
sought the views of member railway
administration on the problems arising from
what threatened to be the overwhelming
volume of pre-printed tickets. The survey
found some 47,000 different ticket forms in
stock at the Anhalter station in Berlin and
recommended mechanisation “… to reduce as
far as possible the number of tickets …” Their
prize exhibit was the Regina machine installed
by the Prussian-Hessen State Railways at Kalk
station on 1st September 1907, capable of
printing 1,280 different forms of Edmondson-
sized tickets to 324 different destinations. Such
machines were installed at the new
Birmingham Snow Hill station of the GWR in
1911. 

In Great Britain the Underground Electric
Railways of London pioneered general
mechanisation, driven by volume of traffic and
the practical impossibility of accommodating
all necessary pre-printed tickets in the confined
space of their ticket offices. Coin-operated
devices issuing a single pre-printed ticket form
from each machine, on the model of chocolate
machines, were introduced from 1904. 165
such machines were in use by 1928. Quicker
manual booking was facilitated by adopting a
simpler ticket form, abandoning the straight
‘station to station’ format which had
characterised Edmondson systems. Starting in
1911 the ‘Bakerloo’ railway adopted the so-
called ‘scheme’ ticket, which stated a list of
stations from a particular origin which could
be reached for the same fare. This system was
extended in 1914 to the City & South London
and between 1922 and 1927 to the rest of the
Underground system, including the
independent Metropolitan Railway. Some

30,000 different ticket forms were withdrawn
in consequence. Scheme tickets were
eventually replaced by ‘Station of Origin’
tickets stating only a fare applicable from the
issuing station and the Underground adopted
coin-operated machines and mechanised
booking office equipment, although a large
range of conventional tickets was required for
higher fares and special issues. 

Remarkably little development occurred on
the British main line network before 1939,
although platform tickets were an early subject
of mechanical issue: in 1925 ‘penny-in-the-slot’
machines of two types were in use at 96 LMSR
stations. The LNER introduced AEG
Multiprinter machines at Newcastle upon Tyne
in 1931 and a Westinghouse equivalent at
Liverpool Street in 1935. However, as early as
1926 1,200 AEG and Siemens machines were
in operation at principal stations in Germany,
each housing up to 2,500 printing plates, and by
1945 the Reichsbahn used such equipment very
extensively, mainly manufactured by AEG or
Pautze. Despite intelligence investigations and
reports by the Allied Control Commission early
in 1946, there was no immediate British
response. The long survival of the pre-printed
ticket in Great Britain can be accounted for by
the almost invariable practice of ticket sale at
stations and the relatively high cost and
complexity of machines which would be
unjustified at the majority which handled
relatively little traffic. In 1957 it was
optimistically expected that the Edmondson
ticket would be eliminated in five to ten years
and from 1959 British Railways at last adopted
the Multiprinter at some principal stations and

A zonal system for accompanied traffic
simplified ticket-issuing and recording and
reduced ticket stocks. This is an LNER ticket for
a dog’s return journey of 150 to 200 miles
from Carlisle. Other ‘small animals’ were also
catered for: the SECR issued tickets for cats.
Further to complicate the ticketing system, and
enlarge the stocks required, reduced rate
tickets were produced for issue to railway staff
for items accompanying them.

It is difficult to imagine now that the huge
volume of travel on London’s underground
railways was once catered for by the issue of
dated card tickets: it’s not surprising that they
were an early field for mechanisation.
‘Scheme’ tickets were introduced on the City &
South London Railway in 1914 to minimise
printing and storage and this one covers a
range of destinations, two of them involving a
change of line. 

In 1939 Leopold
Wiener produced
this illustration of a
Newcastle and
Carlisle Railway
ticket, which shows
that even in 1837
minor stations on
the line were
supplied with ticket
ledgers.
Edmondson didn’t
invent railway
ticketing, but he
transformed it.
(Author’s
Collection) 
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other forms of issuing machine, especially in
suburban service. From 1965 the busy Southern
Region widely installed cash register-like NCR
21 machines to print date and price on pre-
printed Edmondson-type tickets. Such machines
greatly simplified accountancy by recording
details of sales and totalling cash received. 

The crucial preliminary to full
mechanisation was a means of electronically
storing a substantial volume of fare data, thus
eliminating at a stroke most of the laborious
paper records previously mentioned. Not until
economical microprocessor-based issuing
machines became available, and the majority
of remaining stations were unstaffed, did the
universal introduction of mechanisation
become practicable. The credit falls to the ever-
innovative Ffestiniog Railway for pioneering
such equipment in Great Britain in 1981. After
trials beginning in 1980 the British Railways
Board authorised in 1983 a sophisticated
computer-based Accountancy and Passenger
Ticket Issuing System (APTIS), in a range of
capabilities both station- and conductor-
operated. After initial difficulties this was
widely introduced in 1986, with most of the
surviving staffed stations converted in 1988-9
at a cost exceeding £38 million. 

The last BR-printed Edmondson tickets
were produced at the end of 1987 and the last
were sold (by a travel agent) in 1990.

Elsewhere in Western Europe some
‘Edmonsonsche’ (sic) tickets remained in use
at least into the late 1990s, being finally
displaced from Germany (for instance) in 1999
by the accounting cataclysm accompanying the
introduction of the Euro. The spread of
mechanisation around the world, with at least a
hundred different systems, destroyed for ever
the remarkable and long homogeneity of the
Edmondson system. However, in India the
Edmondson system continues in parallel with
modern computer-based systems: in January
2006 an example was issued, and dated using a
traditional dating press, at Bolpur-Santeniketan
station on the Eastern Railway, 170 years and
many thousands of miles removed from
Brampton. The shade of Thomas Edmondson
would surely be gratified.
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Smaller stations would hold tickets for fewer destinations and thus needed relatively small ticket
racks. This is Ince, near Wigan, on the former Lancashire & Yorkshire line, photographed on 1st
April 1965; the scene is little changed from pre-grouping days, even down to the gas lighting.
Ticket stocks would be kept in the drawers and cupboards beneath the counter. Note the framed
photograph of the station. (V. R. Anderson Collection)

This LNER-design privilege ticket illustrates the
long survival of the inter-company ‘joint lines’
and their managing committees, in this case
the Great Central & North Staffordshire joint
line between Macclesfield and Marple, after
1923 administered by the LNER and LMSR but
using the former’s style of ticket. More than 30
of these ‘joint committees’ survived to be
listed in Schedule III of the Transport Act 1947
and many of them were named on tickets
printed by one or other of the partners.

The Derwent Valley
Light Railway, south
of York, was closed
to passengers as early
as 1926, although the
railway survived as
an independent entity
into modern times. Its
tickets were evidently
produced by the
neighbouring North
Eastern Railway and
resembled its
standard designs, in
this case in a vertical
format.

The most widespread reduced-fare tickets were
‘Workmen’s Returns’, issued almost universally
at fares generally mandated by Parliament
under the Cheap Trains Act 1883. Renamed
‘Early Morning Returns’ they survived until a
general restructuring of fares in 1959–62.
Although long-period season tickets were
printed on larger card, weekly ‘Early Morning’
tickets were issued on some lines using normal
Edmondson-type tickets. The large numerical
overprint on this BR ticket printed to Southern
railway design is the ‘secret’ week number,
which identified valid tickets clearly to the
ticket collector. In 1950 most people worked a
six-day week.
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