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J. Addyman & B. Fawcett, The High Level 
Bridge and Newcastle Central Station: 150 years 
Across the Tyne, (North Eastern Railway Asso
ciation, 1999), pp. 152, ills, c.140. ISBN 1 
873513 28 3 (softback). Price: £9.95

The central aim of this book is to tell the 
interrelated stories of Robert Stephenson’s 
High Level Bridge and John Dobson’s New
castle Central Station, from their conception to 
the present day -  it was a worthy aim, and one 
which is well executed in this profusely illus
trated book; it is most definitely not a ‘coffee- 
table5 book, however, containing as it does a 
wealth o f detailed information for railway 
enthusiasts and architectural historians alike. 
Most importantly, the book places both the 
bridge and the station within their historical 
contexts, both technical and economic.

The intricate web of potentially conflicting 
railway proposals in the Gateshead area prior 
to 1849 is well covered, and this account more 
than adequately illustrates the complexities of 
railway promotion in the 1830s and 1840s, 
although the influence of Richard Grainger in 
his advocacy for the ‘concentration of the 
[railway] termini5, and that o f John Clayton in 
his support for the Blaydon, Gateshead & 
Hebbum, and the Durham Junction railways, 
are perhaps understated. This section o f the 
book, thorough though it is, would have bene
fited from a map which embraced all the 
proposed and actualised railway lines immedi
ately south of the Tyne in the years leading to 
1849; some readers will be familiar with the 
route taken by the Durham Junction Railway 
for example, and therefore appreciate its role 
in the route finally chosen between Darlington 
and Newcastle, but others will not.

These were, of course, exciting and memor
able times, and perhaps more o f their drama 
could have been hinted at. For example, when 
the Newcastle & Darlington Junction Railway

was formally opened in June 1844, the train
load o f ‘gentlemen5 who reached Gateshead 
from Euston in just under 9 \  hours, had taken 
part in a truly historic occasion, for never 
before in the history o f the world had anyone 
covered 303 miles in so short a time.

Building work had not then begun on the 
High Level Bridge, but in anticipation o f its 
completion, Newcastle interests looked 
askance at the developments in Gateshead, in 
particular the opening o f Gateshead’s Greenes- 
field station and hotel, and the Corporation’s 
decision to build a new town hall nearby, 
thereby beginning the creation o f a civic space 
of some elegance. It came as no surprise to read 
that Newcastle interests suggested that the 
materials in the station’s construction could 
easily be subsequently reused north o f the Tyne.

The High Level Bridge was, o f course, crucial 
to the north-south line, linking London and 
Edinburgh, and while the account given here of 
its genesis and construction understandably 
leans quite heavily on Dr. Rennison’s published 
work, it is greatly enlivened by the publishing 
for the first time, o f Robert Hodgson’s superb 
coloured drawings showing the method o f the 
bridge’s construction.

The opportunities presented by railways and 
rail travel were not lost on some o f the makers 
and shakers o f early Victorian society. Before 
describing Dobson’s plans for the Newcastle 
Central, The Civil Engineer and Architect's 
Journal noted:

Railway buildings ought to do much for architec
ture being a new class of structures, erected for 
purposes unknown until. . .  the present generation; 
they ought to suggest a character of their own and 
fresh combinations in design; and . . .  they offer 
opportunities that have hitherto been of rare occur
rence. They are moreover especially public works -  
structures constantly seen by . . .  tens of thousands 
of persons and might therefore do much towards 
improving the taste of the public.



Newcastle's Central Station clearly embodied 
such high-minded thoughts, although, as this 
book makes clear, financial constraints, plus 
railway and civic politics, were to have their 
impact on the project. We are carefully taken 
through the original design o f the station, and 
the subsequent changes to it up to the present. 
This account,. like that o f the High Level 
Bridge, is extensively referenced to primary and 
secondary sources, although the authors seem 
to have missed Dobson's detailed specifications 
for the station as published in Handbook o f  
Specifications, by T. L. Donaldson (1860; 2nd 
ed. 1880), a reading o f which might have 
resolved some uncertainties.

There are a few inaccuracies in the book. It 
seems to be implied that the Earl o f Carlisle’s 
waggonway carried coal to Carlisle, whereas it 
only went as far as Brampton: plate 4.9 shows 
horse omnibuses, not horse trams: the railway 
over-bridge near Glasgow o f 1841, was not the 
earliest use o f concrete as a structural material 
in bridge construction, being just beaten to that 
honour, in 1840, by a concrete bridge over the 
Garonne Canal at Grisoles, France. In addi
tion, a fondness for mixing tenses, and a 
reluctance to use punctuation, makes rather 
heavy reading of some sections o f the book. 
But these are quibbles, for this book is 
undoubtedly a most welcome addition to the 
railway and bridge history o f the North East -  
I heartily recommend it.

Stafford M. Linsley

Frank Atkinson, The M an who made Beamish 
(Northern Books, Ovingham, 1999), pp. 239, 
ills. 94. ISBN 0 9535730 01. Price £19.95.

In February 2000, Frank Atkinson delivered a 
lecture to a class o f postgraduate students in 
museum studies at Newcastle University. Per
haps ‘lecture’ is the wrong word, because Frank 
-  as always -  engaged the students in his own 
very personal style, his talk peppered with 
anecdotes from his life in museums, and occa
sionally punctured by tales woven around some 
strange objects that he had brought along. He 
delighted in putting students on the spot, asking 
them to work out the function o f a range of

objects which had become obsolete long before 
most o f them .were bom.

The M an who made Beamish similarly con
fronts the reader with a range of fascinating 
objects, introducing them to kerseys, shilli- 
beers, spabs and chaldrons, and demonstrating 
Frank Atkinson’s passion for rescuing elements 
from the past. But this is a life story that goes 
well beyond tales o f collecting, documenting 
disappearing crafts and ways o f life, and a drive 
to create a different vision for museums. It 
provides us with a rare glimpse of a master at 
work, someone who not only had the enthusi
asm, stamina and knowledge, but also could 
also use his wit and Yorkshire cunning to 
manipulate the political machinery to convert 
his wild ideas -  and many people thought 
Beamish was just that -  into reality.

The evolution o f Beamish comes later in the 
book, which starts its chronological voyage at 
the author’s childhood in Mapplewell near 
Barnsley, when (no surprise here!) at the age of 
ten the young Atkinson was already collecting 
Victoriana and pickling dissected toads. Fol
lowing University and a brief period as an 
industrial chemist, he obtained the post of 
Museum Assistant at Wakefield Museum and 
Art Gallery. While many of today's museum 
studies students learn that ‘visitor participa
tion’ is closely linked to learning and commun
ication theory, Frank knew this intuitively. 
Although his re-vamped bird gallery at Wake
field lacked the glitz and glamour that today’s 
museum visitor might expect, it asked questions 
of them, and demanded involvement -  quite a 
novelty in 1948.

From Wakefield he moved to Halifax, and it 
was around this time that his fascination with 
industrial and social history began to take hold. 
Collecting gathered pace, and no object was 
considered too large. Consequently complete 
bams and horse-drawn carts were acquired for 
what eventually became the West Yorkshire 
Folk Museum at Shibden Hall. At the Bowes 
Museum, where Frank became Curator in 
1958, he conceived his vision for Beamish, 
influenced by a visit to Scandinavian open-air 
museums in 1952 and his ‘dry-run’ at Shibden. 
The majority of the book (from page 85) is



devoted to the story of the creation o f Beamish. 
It is to the author’s credit that he hides nothing 
-  the problems he faced, occasional despond
ency, the sheer effort o f the relentless lecturing 
circuit to gain support and objects, the political 
intrigues and sometimes, bitter rivalries. For 
the avid Beamish visitor, the histories o f the 
acquisition o f several o f its star attractions 
make fascinating reading; it also interesting to 
learn that several major structures (for 
example, the whole o f the Milnthorpe Gas 
Works) are still in store, awaiting rebuilding.

If you want to learn more about the founding 
of a remarkable museum, or about the life of a 
respected museologist, then dip into The Man

who made Beamish, You will delight in the 
discovery o f the meaning o f strange words like 
‘shillibeer’ and kersey, or in the knowledge of 
how the Check cart’ got its name. One of the 
museum studies students, who during his lec
ture correctly identified the function o f several 
of Frank’s mystery objects, was rewarded with 
a signed copy o f this book, a typically generous 
gesture. I have no doubt she found it enjoyable 
and informative. However, as a slice o f museol- 
ogical history I suspect that it will be used not 
only as a reliable history, but also as a source 
of examples o f audacious yet successful curat
orial manoeuvres.

Peter Davis




