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On the European continent, the inter-war 
years saw considerable investment in electric 
and diesel traction on railways. In Britain the 
railways continued to maintain their faith in 
steam. The Southern Railway made rapid 
progress with electric traction in the l 930s, 
but by 1939 no more than five per cent of 
British railway mileage was electrified. 
Likewise, the Great Western introduced a fleet 
of diesel railcars for branch and cross-country 
operations, but found few imitators amongst its 
rivals. Why was there such a neglect of more 
efficient forms of traction in Britain? One 
possible explanation is that in the l 930s there 
was still too little known about the comparative 
costs and merits of different forms of traction. 
Moreover, it was also generally felt that the 
Southern Railway' s traffic was more suited to 

electric traction than that of the other 
companies, since the bulk of it consisted 
of passengers moving in dense flows over 
relatively short distances at peak times of the 
day. This type of traffic required rapid transit 
to avoid congestion and here the multiple 
electric unit, with its speed, acceleration and 
flexibility, scored heavily over the steam­
hauled train. But perhaps the most important 
reasons f9r the lag in new technology were the 
capital locked up in steam traction which had 
yet to be proved obsolete, and the fact that 
generations of railwaymen - directors, traffic 
managers, engineers and workmen alike - ha, 
been reared in an era of steam traction and 
required much convincing to depart from 
established practice. 
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