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Abstract 
 

Echoes of Highflyer Hooves and Horns: The Significance of 

Coaching in Nineteenth-Century British Literature 

 

This thesis establishes how, and why, nineteenth-century writers – to include 

Charles Dickens, Charles Molloy Westmacott, Amelia Edwards and Nellie Weeton – 

depicted coaching so extensively in their work. The study explores the 

representation of both the vehicles themselves and the experiences of those related 

to the industry, both often situated in relation  to contemporary topical issues. This 

study demonstrates that the coaching industry of the early nineteenth century 

established a new found freedom of movement across the country and enhanced the 

opportunities of work and leisure as a result. Writers cemented the social 

significance of the coach by establishing its historical, iconic, position through their 

work. The cross-section of society whose mobility was facilitated by the coach, and 

collective sociability afforded by coaches, enabled people in the period to engage in 

conversation with, and comprehend the lives and opinions of, those normally beyond 

reach in their day to day sphere of acquaintance. Writers used such opportunities to 

present a critical commentary on coaching, by observing passengers, baggage, 

paraphernalia, weather, landscape, stage stops, drivers, and incidents occurring 

throughout the journey as coaches traversed the country.  

     As well as fiction this study examines memoirs, journal articles, and letters, all 

evaluated from a historicist perspective, revealing the coach’s symbolic function in 

literature as well as its significance as an emblem of social and political change 

during the century. The coach and its occupants equipped writers with topical 

opportunities for social and cultural criticism, as coaching, as a method of transport, 

peaked and then waned. The division of the study into four main thematic chapters –  

on social interaction, coaching evaluated through the mode of humour, in a tone of 

nostalgia and in the form or genre of the ghost story respectively – emphasises an 

untapped range of literary material which prioritises the coach, and emphasises the 

diversity of authors’ representations about the industry and in terms of an experience 

from a personal point of view. This study argues that writers’ usage of the coaching 

motif identifies responses of the population to their rapidly changing world of 



 
 

urbanisation, technology, and growth in scientific knowledge – establishing the coach 

as a symbol of what was lost in such modernisation. This study suggests that, in 

literature, the coach gave rise to cultivated pride in the stability, reliability, and 

enjoyment of being at one with the elements and landscape at least notionally 

achieved in coach travel, and facilitates immersion in the spectacle and cacophony 

that coaching afforded. The coach also functions as a focus for the critical discussion 

of the minutiae of contemporary concerns, such as outdated judicial practices and 

corruption at elections, which are identified through dialogue, rhetoric, parody and 

metaphors all centred on the coach, coach travel, and the industry itself. 

     This thesis demonstrates that coaching (superseded by the railways and 

compartmentalised trains), enabled a democratic class inclusivity that was lost when 

rail carriages were segregated into classes. This study of coaching sources identifies  

the consequences of the breakdown of class barriers and draws attention to the 

establishment of coach and driver as iconic cultural symbols, in tandem with an 

understanding of the emotions that the coach evoked for the nineteenth-century 

populace. 

  



 
 

Preface 

 

Exploration of the employment of the coaching motif in nineteenth -century British 

literature furnishes the underlying foundation on which this study has been built. My 

interest in the coaching era of transport began in 2003 when it formed the subject 

matter of a dissertation submitted for the qualification of BA (Hons) History at Lincoln 

University. In 2017 I was able to pursue the relevance of coaching within society and 

culture, from the perspective of spectacle and cacophony, when  I undertook a 

dissertation in the final year of study for a MA in ‘Interdisciplinary approaches to the 

Nineteenth Century’. 

 

Working on this thesis has enabled me to expand my research and growth of 

knowledge in a new direction – specifically that of the thematic utilisation of coaching 

within literary items such as letters, fiction, journals, articles and memoirs. By the 

inclusion of the coach, as object or as a representational metaphor, authors sought 

to voice the sensibilities of the populace with regard to social concerns, a rapidly 

changing world, and current ideological opinions. Literary sources provide 

fascinating insight into the realities of gender and class inclusivity proffered by coach 

travel. 

 

Throughout my research for this study I have discovered the paramount contribution 

of coaching towards movement on a vast scale for work, pleasure, tourism and 

leisure before their rapid demise in the the wake of the new era of rail travel. Writers 

discovered a rich bed of cross-sectional occasions for dialogue and narrative 

inclusion. I hope that the findings within these pages will appeal, inform, and be of 

interest to those engaged in studies related to transport, society, culture and the  

nuances of life in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. 

 

I would like to express my gratitude and thanks to my PhD supervisors, Dr Alice 

Crossley, for her time, support, advice and guidance, and Professor Lucie Armitt for 

her valued additional comments and input. It really has been appreciated. 

 

Alyson Janet Cunningham 

University of Lincoln, October 2022  
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Introduction 
 

   

  Can I resist asking you to go a few miles with me on the 

  roof of a stage-coach on one of the roads in England? 

  I shall place you there, and take myself my favourite 

  seat on the coach-box next to the coachman.1  

  

(Count Edouard de Melfort, Impressions of England, 1836). 

 

Coaching, of the first part of the nineteenth century, is of significant cultural and 

social importance due to its position in heralding the beginnings of mass 

movement, for all members of society, throughout the length and breadth of 

Britain. The advent of the rail network had such an impact on society that it has 

overshadowed the significance and success of the coaching industry in critical 

debate. By 1845 the majority of mail and stage coaches had ceased to run – 

extinguished by rail competition. More remote areas of Britain, such as Cornwall 

and parts of Scotland, retained a coach service for a longer period as investors 

chose to concentrate their establishment of railway lines throughout England. Both 

during its heyday and in the aftermath of its decline and termination in favour of rail 

travel, the significance of coaching is explored in literature as an evocative, staple, 

feature of early nineteenth-century life. Evaluation of a variety of texts in this study 

– to include letters, journals, articles and fiction – demonstrates the critical 

implications of the deployment of coaching in literary forms: modes, tones and 

genres, in order to convey responses and address issues – thus expanding the 

understanding of this erstwhile, oft overlooked, era of transport and its treatment 

within literature. 

     A critical assessment of its specific historical moment also reveals its place in 

the lives of the British population. The study here of stories, letters, and editorials 

that contain coaching as their expressed subject, establishes not only the range of 

attitudes, political standpoints, and popular concerns about coach travel but also 

its demise, and its impact on demographic movements of the eighteenth and early  

 
1 Count Edouard de Melfort, Impressions of England (London: Richard Bentley, 1836), p. 48. 
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nineteenth centuries. While coaching provides a window into the everyday life of 

the period, it also emerges as an emblem of cross-class interaction and exposes 

the evolution of gender dynamics. In addition, the literary coach was employed 

effectively as a chilling Gothic device, often symbolising a fusion of the past into 

the present, and as a means of provoking nostalgic regret for its decline as the 

prosperous coaching industry waned and its hold on the nineteenth-century 

imagination shifted. Coaching therefore holds multivalent significance, thus 

providing a lens through which to explore this specific time and place in British 

history. It emerges as a key feature in literature during this period, clearly 

exceeding its function as simply a mode of transport.  

     By the close of the eighteenth century the coach represented a new-found 

freedom in travel, opening up the discovery of new places to visit and broadening 

horizons for job opportunities further afield to an increasingly wide section of 

society. It also facilitated the circulation of letters and newspapers (impacting on 

literacy) and the swifter transmission of oral news more broadly. Instead of 

reliance upon private carriages, travel on horseback, or a ride in a waggon, this 

speedier, more inclusive form of transport changed, for many, their perceptions of 

the country as a nation – as observed by Ruth Livesey, in her work Writing The 

Stage Coach Nation – providing a knowledge of those from a different social class: 

coaching also helped to establish a sense of English pride, not purely within the 

industry, and what its swift travel could facilitate for the populace, but in 

appreciating the skill of coachmen who were revered as iconic celebrities of the 

day.2 Although the mail and stage coach services covered England, Scotland and 

Wales, the majority of primary sources specifically refer to England, constructing 

an idea of England and Englishness by extension. It is clearly identified throughout 

the thesis which information relates explicitly to England and which to Britain.  

     Due to its inclusivity, travel by coach provided opportunities for direct 

engagement across the spectrum of class and gender divisions, and could also be 

a metaphorical vehicle for social critique, facilitated by various modes of writing 

(the coach is often a humorous, satirical, or nostalgic subject) and it is articulated 

through different genres, from life writing to Gothic fiction. In fiction especially, 

 
2 Ruth Livesey, Writing The Stage Coach Nation: Locality on The Move in Nineteenth Century British 
Literature (Oxford: OUP, 2016). 
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writers used the coach to explore and comment on issues of the day through its 

treatment in dialogue, parodic rhetoric, and extended metaphors. Charlotte 

Mathieson states that ‘novelists embraced the diverse possibilities of travel as a 

structural thematic and representational device’ either in terms of a motif or part of 

the ‘overall plot device.’3 This is particularly prevalent in the diversity of 

representations of the coach in the works of nineteenth-century writers. The 

interpersonal potential of democratic travel on board the coach created occasions 

for interaction of opinion on everyday matters. The coach also provided travellers 

with a time for reflection, a chance to view one’s self, either through a greater 

connection with the landscape, or to obtain a broader view of society through 

conversation. What emerges in this study of coaching, in both fiction and non-

fiction and apparent in all chapters, is that the mode of transport, the interaction 

with an assortment of passengers, the vagaries of the weather, horses and 

scenery, were all as important to the experience as reaching the final destination. 

Its rapid demise, as railway lines spread across the country, reveals the hold 

coaching possessed in nineteenth-century imagination. It was the subject of 

sometimes heated debates. Some writers viewed the coach as a symbol of a lost 

golden age, while others viewed it as an outdated mode of transport that 

highlighted the dynamism of the modern age. The coach therefore proved to be a 

versatile device in literature, ensuring its position within the cultural history of 

Britain.  

 

Establishment of the Coaching Industry 

 

In order to place the coach within its literary context, it is beneficial here to provide 

a brief résumé of its growth and position within the country. Thomas Croal defines 

a stage coach as being ‘a commercial speculation’ that ‘was open to the use of 

all.’4 One of the earliest mentions of a stage coach was in 1673 when John 

Chamberlayne wrote of it as a recent invention that is:  

 

  Admirable and commodious … both for men and women, to travel 

 
3 Charlotte Mathieson, ‘Journeying Victorian Britain’ Introduction to Mobility in The Victorian Novel 
(London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2015) p.1. 
4 Thomas Croal, A Book About Travelling : Past and Present (London: William P. Nimmo, 1877), p. 145. 
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  From London to the principal towns in the country, that the like hath  

  not been known in the world, and that is by stage coaches wherein 

  one may be sheltered from foul weather and foul ways … and this 

  not only at a low price, about a shilling for every five miles, but with  

  such velocity and speed.5 

 

This novel, expedient, mode of transport was well received by the public. The early 

stage coaches were, in fact, heavy, lumbering vehicles that struggled along poorly 

made roads. Croal states that ‘towards the middle of the [eighteenth ] century there 

arose many modified forms of the coach as the fixed heavy framework’ eventually 

gave way to lighter, well constructed, more comfortable conveyances.6  

     Coach construction and materials used are described in detail in The Book of 

Trades where it is clearly stated that the reason for their continuing adaptation and 

improvement is due to the fact that ‘England excels every other country in its 

convenience for land travelling.’7 Apart from ‘the goodness of the horses … the 

necessity for rapid conveyances causes great attention to be paid to every means 

of improving them.’8 Coach designs were constantly being modified which included 

the braking systems and spring suspensions. It was found that lowering the body 

of the coach ensured a safer, smoother ride. Although a few coach proprietors  

owned their coaches, most ordered a coach to be designed and painted to their 

personal specifications, and then paid a hire charge to the coach maker. Coach 

proprietor Edward Sherman incorporated into one of his coaches, ‘a reflector lamp 

which illuminated a table showing the towns en route.’9 The generally good 

natured rivalry between coach proprietors ensured that the coaches were 

frequently redesigned in terms of safety, comfort and luxury. 

     Richard Thomson remembers the difference between the lumbering early 

coaches and their later, more modern counterparts, recalling that the old coaches 

of his youth were ‘principally of a dull black leather, thickly studded’ and the roofs, 

 
5 John Chamberlayne, Magnae Britanniae or The Present State of the History of Great Britain (1673) 2nd edn 

(London: Timothy Goodwin, 1718), p. 262. 
6 Croal, A Book About Travelling, p. 81. Appendix: (Page 256). Illustration of Eighteenth Century Stage 
Coach, p. 144. 
7 The Book of Trades (London: Richard Griffin & Co., and Thomas Tegg & Son, 1827),          p. 293, [n.a.] 
8 The Book of Trades, p. 293. 
9 Harold W. Hart, ‘Sherman and The Bull and Mouth’, The Journal of Transport History, 5.1 (1961), 12-21 (p. 
16). 
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in most cases, rose ‘into a swelling curve’ and were ‘at once solid, safe, slow, 

wearisome and devoid of every sort of comfort.’10 In contrast, he praises the 

coaches of his present time (1828) with unbounded admiration: 

 

  I know not any of the inventions of man which have undergone 

  a more important change and improvement than those general 

  vehicles of conveyance, stage-coaches … as they whirl lightly and 

  rapidly along.11 

 

The improvements in the stage coach, and the services they proffered, came 

about partly due to the introduction of mail coaches by a gentleman called John 

Palmer who revolutionised the speed of postal deliveries in the late eighteenth 

century. On the 20th July,1784, an advertisement was inserted in The London 

Gazette, informing the public that on Monday 2nd August,1784, the first mail coach 

would undertake a trial run between London and Bristol. Before this, during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the mail was delivered by carriers or post-

boys on horse back who carried the mail to the various postmasters around the 

country for distribution. The disadvantages were, of course, that it was slow, and 

the boys were vulnerable targets for robbers. The trial run was a great success, 

reported in many journals and newspapers including The Gentleman’s Magazine 

in the ‘Historical Chronicle’ for the months between July and the end of 1784:  

 

  [There] Began a new plan for the conveyance of the mail between  

  London, Bath and Bristol … The coach which left London this 

  evening at 8 o’clock, arrived at Bristol the next morning 

  before eleven … the coach that set out from Bristol at 

  4 o’clock in the afternoon got into London before 8 o’clock 

  next morning … the coaches have continued this course 

  every day since.12 

 

 
10 R. Thomson, Tales of an Antiquarian (London: Henry Colburn, 1828), p. 92-93. 
11 Thomson, Tales of an Antiquarian, p. 92.  

12 ‘Historical Chronicle’, The Gentleman’s Magazine, 54.2 (1784), p. 634 [n.a.] 
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Within a year, mail coaches traversed routes throughout the country – The London 

Gazette providing a daily list of all mail coaches and their respective starting points 

and destinations. Philip Bagwell states that after 1784 the ‘Post Office was a 

powerful influence on the side of speedier and more reliable road transport’: stage 

coaches, although already in existence, rapidly improved in terms of lighter, safer 

and faster coaches, partly in competition with the rapidly expanding mail coach 

service but also due to public demand for greater freedom of travel.13 It was in 

1816 that two engineers, by the names of Thomas Telford and John McAdam, 

revolutionised travel by road by the building of smooth, well constructed road 

surfaces, improving speed, journey travel times and comfort. It was during this 

period that the heyday of coach travel, in terms of reliability, professionalism and 

amenity, really began.  

     Mail coaches carried a maximum of three to four passengers atop and four 

inside, their main responsibility being the conveyance of mail, and usually travelled 

by night. The stage coaches carried a maximum of eleven or twelve passengers 

atop and up to six inside. Stage coaches were subjected to paying a Stamp Office 

duty on the coach itself and taxes relating to virtually every other part of the 

industry. In addition there was payment for a licence plate which would be affixed 

to the coach stating the numbers of passengers the coach could lawfully carry.     

Owing to considerable improvement in road construction after 1816, coaches 

achieved a travelling speed of between ten and twelve miles an hour.   

      Contemporary trade directories, newspapers and public notices, informed the 

public of departure and arrival times for both mail and stage coaches. Profitability 

of the industry contributed to the public economy in terms of licence fees and 

taxes, stamp duty and payment of toll charges – of which mail coaches were 

exempt. Numerous trades benefited from the coaching industry, including coach 

makers, corn merchants, horse dealers, hospitality and farriers. In addition, the 

service of skilled professional drivers and adherence to public safety were 

paramount. The industry was a source of general national achievement due to the 

amalgamation of ‘better road engineering’ and improvements ‘in design of stage 

coach’ making ‘possible the remarkable growth of passenger travel in the early 

nineteenth century’ – which transpired as a prominent feature in the works of many 

 
13 Philip Bagwell, The Transport Revolution 1770-1985 (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 33 and p.37. 
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writers.14 Its decline was as rapid as its short period of economic prosperity and 

service in a time of peace in the country. Coaching provided the building blocks for 

travel, distribution of news, mail and literature, and contributed substantially to the 

growth of the national economy in Britain following the defeat of Napoleon in 1815. 

     It was the presence of the public stage and mail coaches; their reliability, 

adherence to timetables, and widespread coverage of the country, that helped to 

define and regulate early nineteenth-century life. Philip Bagwell states that it was 

‘the great increase in travel in the stage-coach era’ which initiated ‘the 

standardisation of manners, fashions and speech which was carried further 

forward by the railway.’15 This rather sweeping, generalised, observation 

nonetheless raises a number of questions, such as why should ‘manners, fashions 

and speech’ be influenced by coach travel? To some extent the stage coach era 

did influence the behavioural patterns of society, although, as this study 

demonstrates, it was the integration through exposure to a wider cross-section of 

society of the population when travelling by coach, which furnished knowledge of 

the various local dialects, occupations, towns and villages, and even facilitated the 

circulation of up to date fashions if one was on a shopping trip. But it was more of 

a sense of enlightenment about the country and society that travellers shared, 

rather than any form of ‘standardisation’; in fact it was quite the opposi te, as it 

opened up awareness of individualism. This cultivation of ‘awareness of 

individualism’ changed when the expanding railway system separated the 

travelling members of the population into class numbered carriages.  

    Although the early trains were originally designed for movement of freight, they 

soon grew to incorporate passenger travel. Birmingham was one of the earliest to 

provide a passenger railway service (1833) with tracks being laid, thanks to the 

investment of private speculators and sanctioned by Government, at immense 

speed across the country. In a newspaper article of 1833, the writer reflects 

nostalgically that, however successful the trains became, they would ‘never banish 

from our favourable recollections that tru ly perfect machine of its kind, the modern 

stage coach with its spirited four in hand, its complete equipment … nothing can 

 
14 Elizabeth R. Fairman, Roads to Rails: Revolution I British Transport (Newhaven: Yale Centre for British Art, 
1992), p. 6. 
15 Bagwell, The Transport Revolution, p. 42. 
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be more unique of its kind or more truly English.’16 Defining it as ‘truly English’ 

established the coach as a cultural icon. A collective national pride is prevalent in 

many such contemporary sources. By the early 1840s many parts of the country 

had already lost their coaching service. Apart from a few ‘feeder’ coaches 

(transporting passengers to railway stations), the coaching industry was declining 

rapidly and therefore this sense of pride tied to the industry had almost vanished.17 

Ruth Livesey states that ‘its displacement by rail, by the late 1840s was assured, 

and that made it a highly charged figure of a lost national modernity.’18 The coach 

represented, not only a symbol of ‘national modernity’, but also of cultural 

awareness and pride in the organised competent manner in which the industry 

was run, displaced and abruptly negated, whilst still at its height of prosperity.   

 

The importance of Coaching as portrayed in a literary context 

 

Including coaching in a fictional narrative proves to be a popular choice with many 

nineteenth-century authors. Livesey states that George Eliot (who set all of her 

novels, bar one, in the coaching era) utilised transport in her fiction in order to 

‘establish the historical setting of her works’, thus confirming ‘the social and 

economic position of characters’ which helped to map local and international 

communications.’19 Writers usage of coaching, in essays, letters, journals and 

memoirs, suggest that it was chosen in order to convey a plethora of occasions for 

description of diversities of identities, their movement within the narrative and   

landscape traversed; in order to achieve a commentary on nineteenth-century 

entity.  

     Despite the cultural prominence of the coach as both icon and practical mode 

of transport, a paucity of scholarly studies exists on its significance; those that do 

employ the coach as their focus, even partially, generally refer to the same 

secondary sources derived from the latter half of the nineteenth century – after 

 
16 ‘London and Birmingham Railway’, Birmingham Journal [on-line] (27th July 1833) 
http://www.britishnewspapersarchive.co.uk [accessed September 2019] p. 4. [n.a.] 
17 Feeder coaches, the only survivors of the coaching industry, were occasionally used to drive passengers 

to an accessible railway station. The coach was then loaded onto the train for use at the destination.  
18 Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach Nation, p. 2. 
19 Ruth Livesey, ‘Transport’, in George Eliot in Context, ed. by Margaret Harris (NewYork: CUP, 2013), p. 287. 

http://www.britishnewspapersarchive.co.uk/
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coaching had largely been eradicated.20 In the past ten years, however, an interest 

has arisen in the study of coaching within nineteenth century literary texts. 

Jonathan Grossman  and Ruth Livesey in particular argue that the inclusion of 

coaching in the narrative ‘reach[ed] out to the possibility of a nation knitted 

together by the affect of strongly felt local belonging’, which was underpinned by 

the coaching network.21 This argument indicates that as more people could travel, 

some for the first time, and potentially to any area of the country, they began to 

incorporate a sense of equating their own locality with that of a greater, collective, 

national identity. 

     Jonathan Grossman, in Charles Dickens’s Networks: Public Transport and the 

Novel, examines three of Dickens’s novels – in particular focusing on The 

Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club. Grossman states that it was the growth 

of the coaching industry and close proximity of passenger travel that was the 

forerunner of the linking of communities and social connections that contributed to 

the comprehension of a coherent national identity. In his study he reflects upon 

other ways of viewing this transient mode of spatially confined method of travel, in 

terms of collectivism and individualism. Grossman’s argument provides a 

compelling foundation, facilitating further evaluation of coaching in Pickwick. This 

study suggests that openings for further analysis of the usage of coaching are 

numerous. Dickens’s inclusion of coaching and, in particular, idiosyncratic coach 

driver Tony Weller, provided occasions for expressing cultural and social concerns 

such as the hypocrisy of preaching evangelists, the issue of bribery at elections, 

and the problem of a corrupt judicial system. This thesis therefore builds on 

Grossman’s study of movement by incorporating a critique of a wider number of 

nineteenth-century texts, supplying the more personal, intimate, details of life in 

Britain that coaching provided; for instance, the effects of coaching upon identity 

and the structuring of smaller, solid, communities beyond the bounds of a wider 

nation. 

     Livesey, in Writing the Stage Coach Nation, bases her work on the assertion 

that coaching heralded the beginnings of greater freedom of movement around the 

country facilitating a sense of collective belonging in nineteenth -century Britain. 

 
20 The most prolific secondary source utilised – Old Coaching Days (1882) and The Coaching Age (1896), 
both by Stanley Harris, London: Richard Bentley. 
21 Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach Nation, p. 2. 
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She incorporates a wider study of nineteenth-century authors than does 

Grossman, and the scope of the work is broader. The stage coach, states Livesey, 

represented the most significant link between the recent past and the rapid growth 

and modernism of the railway era, emphasising the temporal, as well as spatial 

work of coaching in literature. Due to the impact of transition from one transport 

system to another, without any pattern of general adaptation, the past and future 

could be combined in a manner which caused an instant nostalgic response, even 

whilst the coaches were still running. The popularity of literature that contained 

coaching in the narrative, enabled ‘passengers to understand stories in context 

thanks to the informed perspective of the narrator/coachmen’ in contrast to rail 

travel which ‘obliterates such in -between places in the haste to get from A to B’, a 

reflection on an accelerated way of life.22     

     Within this thesis, elements of both Grossman’s and Livesey’s noteworthy work 

provide a foundation for analysis: however, this study responds to a more 

extensive breadth of primary materials (letters, journals, articles, fiction and life-

writing), thereby firmly establishing an especially microscopic detail of the era. This 

study investigates and examines additional evidence covering the vital role 

coaching played in nineteenth-century Britain by analysing an extensive array of 

sources from the nineteenth century than otherwise could be captured in the 

crucial works of either Grossman or Livesey, whose texts nonetheless draw 

attention to aspects of the coaches importance in that period. Both authors 

establish that the study of the coaching era contributes appreciably to the 

knowledge of the life and times of the first half of the nineteenth century. They 

demonstrate how close reading of contemporary fictional texts bestows a critical 

understanding as to how people from a broadly confined region related to a 

considerably wider environment than they might hitherto have experienced. 

Therefore, this thesis, although in agreement with their basic arguments, shows 

that coaching, as a motif in a broad selection of literary sources, specifically 

furnishes the conditions for writers to engage in cultural reflection on a wide range 

of topics as diverse as bribery in the election process, and failings in the judicial 

system (as in the work of Dickens), and experiences of leisure and work-related 

 
22 Livesey, ‘Transport’, p. 290. (A suggestion by Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: Trains and 
Travel in the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980, p. 13). 
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travel by coach (as in the journal of Governess Nellie Weeton and the letters of 

Dorothy Wordsworth). The coach becomes a catalyst for broader, social critique 

and it therefore emerges as a cultural barometer. As such, coaching in literature 

encompasses more than purely development of national perceptions, as Livesey 

and Grossman identified, and the diverse texts examined here go further in 

identifying the variously separate, intimate, individualised, portrayals of the 

relationship between coaching and everyday life in the early nineteenth century.  

 

Methodology  

 

The theoretical, deductive, approach to subjective and anecdotal sources has 

been chosen in order to answer the central research questions that this thesis 

examines and addresses: reasons for the relevance and inclusion of coaching in 

literary narratives and the motivations as to how and why writers sought to 

address a variety of issues through the medium of the coach.  

 

Questions:  

o For what purpose has the author chosen coaching in the narrative? What is 

its function and in which context does it appear? 

o To what extent do the texts view the coach as a symbol of a lost golden age 

or as an outdated mode of transport that highlights the dynamism of the 

modern age by later nineteenth century comparison? 

o Why, and how, is coaching used metaphorically or as an evocation of 

sensory stimulus? 

 

Texts chosen from contemporary sources of newspaper and journal articles, coach 

drivers’ memoirs, letters, and short stories and novels, are underpinned by 

analysis conducted by virtue of a historicist framework. A broad range of 

contemporary authors’ works are analysed, within the four chapters of this study, 

in order to ascertain the variety of coaching modes integrated by writers. The 

works of Charles Dickens are prominent within each chapter, because no other 

writer who experienced coaching, captures the era in such minute, graphic, detail, 

and to such extent. His extensive usage of coaching provides details of the milieu 

of life, often cloaked in humour, nostalgia, and even framed within a ghostly 
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context. Grossman acknowledges that Dickens is ‘associated primarily with the 

stage-coaches … shedding light for his readers on how what had been wrought 

then was making their present.’23 The implication is that his portrayal of the 

coaching era not only encapsulates primary issues of a contemporary nature, but 

also frames a specific time and location, character interaction and freedom of 

movement for his protagonists.  

     Close textual reading and analysis of the chosen texts within each themed 

chapter, identifies the topics of social and cultural issues raised in each narrative. 

Included are texts by fiction writers such as Robert Bell, George Eliot and Thomas 

Hughes, excerpts from the journals and letters of Governesses Nellie Weeton and 

Agnus Porter, and commissioned articles, often by unnamed essayists. The 

critique of a wide variety of texts provides openings to discover a cross-section of 

opinions, impetus and justifications as to the significance of inclusion of coaching 

within the text. The identification of findings provides a distinct insight into 

ideological views which include concerns of a loss of the familiar (mail and stage 

coaches), and apprehensions concerning the ‘iron age’ of the future. Many fears 

about the future – the speed of the growth of steam power, technology and its 

unknown perils – were voiced by way of the media in all manner of written 

outpourings. A particularly powerful evocation of strong feelings of disturbance is 

penned by Thomas Peacock in 1860. Within the book Gryll Grange, the 

protagonist Miller inserts a play that Mr Grylls puts on to amuse his guests. One 

scene is entitled ‘Aristophanes in London’: 

 

  But while I look, two of them meet and clash, 

  and pile their way with ruin. One is rolled 

  Down a steep bank; one through a broken bridge  

  Is dashed into a flood. Dead, dying, wounded.  

  Are they as in a battle-field. Are these  

  Your modern triumphs? Jove preserve me from them.24 

 

 
23 Jonathan Grossman, Charles Dickens’s Networks: Public Transport and the Novel (London: OUP, 2012), p. 
6. 
24 Thomas Love Peacock, Gryll Grange (1860) (London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd, 1896), p. 223. 
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Obviously the accident being described concerns the collision of two railway 

engines and the mayhem and carnage that followed. Peacock is questioning the 

so-called achievements of modernity, of which the train is a symbol, appealing to 

God to save him from them. Ralph Harrington states that Peacock’s inclusion of 

the accident in his book ‘marked a catastrophic failure of human control over the 

dangerous forces inherent in mechanised progress.’25 This lack of control and 

reliance on a newly invented iron ‘monster’ caused, for some, panic and 

consternation. Although the railway system was recognised and embraced by 

many as an inevitable step forward to a new era of faster travel, ‘yet below the 

superficial acceptance deep disquiet remained.’26 Disconnection with the 

countryside, rapid speed of travel with no opportunity for enjoyment of the journey, 

and the knowledge that there was no escape in the event of an accident (of which 

there were many) inevitably led to a valedictory looking back, or romanticising, of 

the way things were with the freedom and safety provided by coach travel. The 

proximity of nature when travelling by coach and opportunities to take in the sights 

along the way, as well as the chances for interesting conversations with new 

acquaintances, an informative, entertaining, coachman attentive to your comfort 

and wellbeing, were oft written about when their loss proved inevitable.  

 

Thematic Chapters 

 

In conjunction with coaching each chapter appraises a contrasting topic/theme. 

The initial chapter on ‘Social Interaction and Subjective Experience’ delivers a 

broad and diverse amount of evidence of the employment of coaching in literary 

writing, relative to apportioning an historicist impression of the populace – 

demonstrating elements of society on the move, why they were travelling, their 

journeys’ experiences, and the tenor and quality of encounters with fellow 

passengers. Humour proves to be a contributory mode in coaching-related 

literature, which is the subject of the second chapter: ‘The Humour of Coach 

Travel: The Coach and Satirical Representation’. A comedic concept has been 

chosen in order to reveal how humour in writing can deliver pithy commentary on 

 
25 Ralph Harrington, ‘The Neuroses of The Railway’, in History Today, 44.7 (1994), 15-21 (p. 17). 
26 Harrington, ‘The Neuroses of The Railway’, p. 15. 
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the issues of the day, sometimes sardonically, often wittily, or purely by gentle 

humour. Within the variables of coaching, occasions for humorous writing 

significantly ended when coaching, and all its associations, were swept away with 

the rapidity of the growth of rail travel. The impact that this had, in terms of public 

ideology, is addressed in the third chapter: ‘A Race Towards Modernity: Coaching 

and Nostalgia.’ Early forms of anticipatory nostalgia are displayed in works 

incorporating the imminent loss of coaching, which impacted profoundly on the 

lives of a large number of the population: fear of rail travel, the rapid pace of 

modernity, loss of jobs, and loss of opportunities to travel as the coaches no 

longer passed through the villages and cross-roads. As the century progressed, so 

did nostalgic responses – eventually morphing into a form of idealised 

romanticism. The coach also emerges in literature as a conduit for a ghost story 

which is analysed in the final chapter: ‘Shadows of the Past: Phantom Coaches 

and Ghost Stories.’ These are examined from the earliest ghost story, written 

when the coaches were still running but with the end in sight; a tale written when 

coaching was still very much in living memory and ends with the portrayal of the 

coach in stories of the late nineteenth century early twentieth century. The ways in 

which these various approaches to, and depictions of, the coach in literature 

emerge as critical lenses for the study of its significance in the nineteenth century, 

are indicated below. Across this variety of literary representations, each of the four 

chapters identifies the key uses to which writers situated the coach.  

 

Chapter One: Social Interaction and Subjective Experience 

 

In an article entitled ‘Coach-Travelling’, written in 1823, the ‘opportunities of 

leaving London in the course of twenty-four hours by stage-coaches’ are 

calculated as being as much as ‘1500’, a number that grew significantly over the 

subsequent years until at least 1836. 27 During the same period, there would have 

been at least 30 mail coaches departing nightly from the capital. Grossman states 

that the ‘stage-coach system of Dickens’s day was efficient, regular, interlinked 

and continuously available offering a polished national system of routes with 

coaches leaving continually out of London for all the popular destinations … the 

 
27 ‘Coach-Travelling’, The Mirror of Literature, Amusement and Introduction, 2. (1823), p. 447. [n.a.] 
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whole network running night and day.’28 Grossman’s praise and his succinct 

description of the numerous occasions available for travel, correspond with 

contemporary evidence drawn from diverse sources, such as travel narratives and 

coachmen’s recollections, which are examined in this study. Coaching was viewed 

as revolutionary in terms of speed of travel in relative comfort, thus providing the 

ability to traverse the country by means of the numerous daily coaches. 

      Various materials analysed in this chapter, demonstrate that coaching was a 

comprehensive enterprise: all members of society such as court officials, Members 

of Parliament, journalists, pig farmers, governesses, bagmen, sailors and soldiers, 

travelled together either atop or inside the coach. The price of travel varied 

depending on starting point of journey, duration and destination. Travelling atop a 

coach cost less than an inside seat, although it emerges that the majority of 

travellers preferred an outside seat irrespective of the cost. The majority of the 

population could afford to travel by coach, as it was possible to board and alight at 

any point along the route. For the first time all members of society could in 

principle travel for work, leisure, business, and they were doing so alongside one 

another. 

     Travel writing became increasingly popular as more people experienced the 

swift progress of easier, more comfortable, travel arrangements by coach. The 

coach motif, as Percy Adams states, ‘drawn from actual experiences or from the 

literature of travel provided the novelist with a means of transporting his characters 

… letting them tell stories of other people or themselves; of stopping them at inns 

for comedy, as well as food, or letting them observe pleasant countryside.’29 As 

Adams suggests, writers’ reflections on the minutiae of coach travel in such 

‘stories of other people’ and comic occurrences contributed to the appeal of the 

inclusion of coaches in literature. The skill of the coach driver and state of the 

roads traversed presented further topics for reflective, salient, points with regard to 

the experience of coaching, particularly apparent in journal and letter writing. 

Through the social microcosm of the coach and variety of travelling companions, 

the conversations that ensued enabled passengers from diverse walks of life to 

learn from each other how people from different echelons of society lived – their 

 
28  Grossman, Charles Dickens’s Networks, p. 19. 
29 Percy G. Adams, ‘The Coach Motif in Eighteenth-Century Fiction’, Modern Language Studies, 8.2 (Spring 
1978), 17-26 (p. 25). 
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concerns and opinions – thus contributing to a growing awareness of cultural 

ideologies. Interaction across class and gender enabled writers to voice cultural 

criticism, engage in political debate, and deliver a sustained reflection of the rapid 

changes in the way of life in early nineteenth-century Britain – all through the motif 

of the coach. 

     Writers interacted with their readers by means of inclusion of coaching which 

they presented in an assortment of modes, from humour and nostalgia to 

depictions of a chilling phantom. Livesey states that writers such as George Eliot 

and Charles Dickens, incorporated the stage coach in the narrative in order ‘to 

weave together a nation’ of ‘disjointed localities … a sense of being-in-place into a 

shared circulation … and inviting us all aboard.’30 It is the invitation to board the 

coach that brings the reader into close contact with the events of the journey and 

those on board; the ‘shared circulation’ suggests the variety of fellow passengers 

which could evoke the sense of smell (horses, travelling companions and the 

passing aroma of nature), sounds (horses’ equipage, hooves and guard’s horn). A 

sound that Lord Algernon St Maur, a coach driver for many years, expressed as 

one of his most pleasant memories of harmony was when he drove the mail 

coaches at night: ‘the horses are so lively; to hear the ring of their feet on a sharp 

frosty night, the rattle of the bars, and the clatter as they rose and surmounted the 

tops of the hills, was to me the swelled of music.’31 The variety of tunes the guards 

played, as they approached a toll gate, or stage stop, were also an element of 

sound enjoyed by both villagers and passengers. 

     The texts in this chapter by Charles Molloy Westmacott, Robert Southey, Nellie 

Weeton, and Charles Dickens, deconstruct and explore social interaction between 

passengers – displaying a means of expressing a selection of opinions for social 

or plot purposes, amusement, descriptions of the diversities of travellers and their 

reasons for travelling – which in turn provides an aperture into their contemporary 

world. With the advent of the trains and segregation of passengers into 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 

and 4th class, the previous integration of social levels and the benefits it wrought 

were lost for virtually the rest of the nineteenth century. A kaleidoscope of 

travellers, their experiences and apprehensions, are encapsulated in literature by 

 
30 Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach, p. 11. 
31 Lord Algernon St. Maur, Driving, ed. by His Grace The Duke of Beaufort (London: Green & Co., 1889), pp. 
186-236, (p. 192). 
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means of the incorporation of the coaching motif, either verbatim, or 

metaphorically.  

 

Chapter Two: The Humour of Coach Travel: The Coach and Satirical 

Representation 

 

Chapter two examines the correlation between coaching and humour to suggest 

that fiction often identifies as a source of comedy in both its quotidian banality and 

idiosyncratic quirks. Throughout the centuries writers and performers have 

exploited the ability of mankind to find humour in the nuances of everyday life. 

Incidents occurring when travelling by coach could easily be elaborated upon, 

exaggerated or lampooned. Humour is a mode for the conveyance of commentary 

on life itself. Many writers, such as Joseph Addison, William Hazlitt, and more 

recently Jan Bremmer and Herman Roodenburg, have sought to explain the 

variances of humour as analysed in this chapter. Writers’ commentary on exploits 

whilst travelling, from Henry Fielding in the eighteenth century to Charles Dickens 

in the nineteenth, make use of humour and satire to voice grievances about social 

characters, and to identify failings in the systems of government. In The 

Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club, which Dickens wrote in 1836, set in 

1827, Dickens delivers social commentary, formulated by means of humour, such 

that his associations with coaching bring these facets of the era into sharp focus. 

The novel’s text clearly identifies, through sustained and even overblown coaching 

rhetoric, the critical views of some. Coaching is used as a mechanism to satirise 

the preaching of evangelists, for example, depicted as preying on the minds of 

vulnerable women. Blackmail, bribery at elections, and the seamier side of the law 

courts and their employees are also areas of contemporary milieu on which 

Dickens expounds through the use of humorous accounts of coach travel and 

coach driving. 

     The Pickwick Papers is, therefore, one of the focal texts of this chapter. In 

particular, dialogue between coach driver Tony Weller and his son Sam enacts 

social critique. Tony’s daily interactions with passengers, other coachmen, routes 

travelled, and the knowledge he acquires by way of all those he encounters, 

contribute to his character’s informative position within the book. Often the 

situations he finds himself in are implied (as in the Insolvency trial of a fellow 
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coach driver in The Pickwick Papers) from the coaching language that he 

employs. To Tony, this is his primary terminology and coaching fundamentally 

shapes his idiosyncratic outlook. Generally, the scenarios in Pickwick are not 

comedic from Tony’s point of view, but it is the coaching phraseology and terms in 

his dialogue that are humorous to the reader who is invited by Dickens to enjoy the 

seemingly naïve wit of coachman Mr Weller. Tony’s distinctive, eccentric use of 

coaching language defines a variety of issues raised for consideration in the text. 

For example when explaining to Sam why he never asked his (now) deceased 

wife where she kept her will, Tony replies: 

   

It’s like helping an outside passenger up ven he’s been  

pitched off a coach, and puttin’ your hand in his pocket, 

vile you ask him with a sigh how he finds his-self Sammy.32 

 

Tony views every situation that he has to explain by conceptualising it or providing 

a metaphorical response through coaching language. As this chapter argues, 

coaching offered numerous opportunities for the depiction of humour and satirical 

comment in other contexts too; the number or physical size of passengers (as 

interior space was limited and could therefore become quite cramped), 

paraphernalia in the form of dogs, hat boxes, baskets, and so forth, carried inside 

the coach, which might make for an uncomfortable experience, engaging incidents 

at stage stops and inns, the impact of extreme weather, and surprising 

conversations indulged in or overheard – all provided endless opportunities for 

comical expression by nineteenth-century writers. As such texts indicated, all the 

ingredients of a journey by coach, whether comfortable, enjoyable, or a miserable 

experience, often depended on your travelling companions, the weather or 

episodes at a stage stop. With such an abundance of instances for literary stories, 

articles and diaries, writers readily turned to this form of travel for inclusion within 

their compositions. 

 

Chapter Three: A Race Towards Modernity: Coaching and Nostalgia 

 

 
32 Charles Dickens, The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club  (London: Chapman and Hall, 1836), p. 585. 
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A tone of nostalgia in connection with coaching, is particularly distinct in the works 

of early to mid nineteenth-century writers, some of whom conveyed instantaneous 

nostalgic emotion of loss and wistful reminders of times gone by (even before 

coaching ceased to exist) due to the meteoric spread of the railways across the 

country. Although it was obvious to many that the progress of the trains heralded 

the way forward to a new future, in which the coach had no place, there still 

remained a lasting sentimental retrospection to past days of coaching with its 

accompanying spectacle and cacophony. Reasons for this early form of nostalgia 

included a fear of rail travel, the anxiety at the rapid pace of modernity, concerns 

about loss of employment, and reduced opportunities to travel, as the coaches no 

longer passed through the villages and cross-roads. Simon Goldhill’s explanation 

for this type of nostalgia is that ‘the more the present felt troubling, the more the 

past seemed to matter.’33 Nostalgia is sometimes triggered by a longing to retain 

or reflect on an earlier, assumed, simpler time. In the early days, nostalgia for the 

coaching industry encapsulated regretful feelings relating to the swift demise of the 

business. Arguably, however, nostalgia, with its many facets of emotional content, 

can also be an attempt to capture a time or place not actually experienced, an 

attitude which several nineteenth-century writers cultivated in their articulations of 

coaching. 

     Through these mediums a nostalgic cultural response emerged which was also 

captured in coaching illustrations. Artists engaged in the production of such 

sentimental coaching iconography included: James Pollard, Henry Alken (senior 

and junior), John Frederick Herring Snr. (Coachman, pain ter and inn sign maker) 

and Charles Cooper Henderson. These sought-after illustrations of coaching, 

particularly by the most prolific artist of the time, James Pollard, ‘with their slightly 

naïve style were to be seen in the picture dealers’ and print publ ishers’ windows.’34 

Early forms of nostalgia related to a variety of factors, including reliance on the  

known stability of services offered by the mail and stage coaches connecting 

villages along the network of country roads and crossroads; a lifeline for social and 

business movement. The cost to the many businesses and employees when it 

ended was harsh and abrupt – which was conveyed in all aspects of the written 

 
33 Simon Goldhill, ‘Look back with Danger: Why Nostalgia is not what it used to be’, TLS,Issue 5953, 7th May 
(2017) p. 15. 
34 Charles Lane, Charles Cooper Henderson and the Open Road (London: J. A. Allen & Co Ltd., 1984), p. 58. 
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word. Conversely, many put their savings into speculative aspirations of the 

success of the railways, excited by this new modern mode of travel. As the century 

progressed, so did nostalgic responses – eventually morphing into a 

romanticisation of the colourful pageantry of coaching only dimly held within living 

memory.   

     Towards the end of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, when all 

those who had been involved in travelling by coach would no longer have been 

alive, nostalgia for travel by coach and the coach’s iconic cultural role in Britain 

took on an evocative reinvention. Railway travel had become the norm; any 

bitterness or suffering that had been the result of the annihilation of the flourishing 

coaching era had long since been forgotten, replaced by a sentimentally-drawn  

version of a bygone coach as a colourful spectacle with  cosily wrapped up 

passengers. Images of coaching appeared on journal and magazine covers, and 

in advertisements and from 1910 to the 1970s coaches in the snow were regularly 

depicted on Christmas cards as a symbol of the festive season. This chapter 

examines coaching nostalgia in literature from the aspect of three different time 

frames: firstly, the instant reaction to the immediate loss of coaching (mid to late 

1820s – early 1840s); secondly, its portrayal in works written retrospectively 

twenty or thirty years later (1840s – 1870s); and finally, the perception of nostalgia 

in pieces written after a gap of forty or fifty years (anytime between the late 1860s 

and early 1890s). Each type of nostalgic impulse responds to the time frame within 

which it was produced. The passage of time from coaching’s heyday magnifies 

sentimental, or otherwise, attitudes of the coach as a motif and its subsequent 

appearance within literature. All texts examined are written by those either 

involved in the coaching industry or who had travelled by coach themselves, 

thereby establishing how memory and reflection had retained, or diminished, the 

realities of coach travel and all that it encompassed. By the end of the century and 

into the 1900s, when all those with knowledge of the industry, or who had 

experienced travel by coach, were no longer alive, nostalgia for coaching had 

virtually been reduced to just the enjoyment of the colourful paintings, prints and 

images of an iconic symbol of Britishness.  

 

Chapter Four: Shadows of the Past: Phantom Coaches and Ghost Stories 
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The final chapter examines the ways in which writers sought to incorporate the 

mode of coach travel within a ghost story. Initially the appearance of the spectral 

coach represented a metaphorical warning of the imminent ruination of the 

industry. In the earliest years following its demise, the coaching ghost story 

contained elements of nostalgia as indicated above but this is combined with an 

inclusion of a powerful anger and bitterness directed towards those responsible for 

its loss. As the century progressed the spectral silhouette of an innocuous coach 

reportedly appeared on one of the old coaching roads and as such was subject to 

speculation about its irruption of the past. In literature it took yet another turn – as 

a trope heralding a warning of imminent death. The earliest ghost story examined 

in this chapter is a self-contained tale included in Charles Dickens’s novel The 

Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club. Although the book is set in 1827, the 

ghostly coaches are depicted in various time frames. The preliminary 

representation is that of the heavy, lumbering, coaches of the mid eighteenth 

century, followed by the vibrant mail and stage coaches that would have been in 

existence in 1827, and finally depicted as decaying remains of what once they had 

been – an omen, or forewarning, that they would soon no longer exist.  

     A friend and contemporary writer of Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, wrote ‘The 

Last Stage Coachman’, a short story published in Douglas Jerrold’s edition of The 

Illuminated Magazine (1843) at a time when coaching, although still running in 

some parts of the country, had mainly been replaced by the railways. Numerous 

inns were already largely deserted and starting to fall into disrepair; weeds were 

growing at the sides of, and through, the roads – due to the lack of collection of toll 

fees. Many drivers were unemployed and a general silence had fallen upon the 

previously vibrant atmosphere of the villages where coaches stopped, or through 

which they passed. This forms Collins’s subject matter. In 1877 Croal wrote that it 

would only be ‘middle-aged people’ who would be able to ‘recall the brilliant 

equipage, the spanking horses, the gay uniforms, and the sounding horn which 

marked the arrival of the mail the event of every town of even  moderate size.’35 

Collins’s story intersects the genre of the ghost story with wistful nostalgia. Initially 

Collins conveys sadness at the deterioration and neglect of roads and inns 

encapsulated by the scenes the narrator is witnessing. The ambience of the story 

 
35 Croal, A Book About Travelling, p. 181. 
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changes as it nears the climax; hostility appears in the text, directed towards the 

railway directors and speculators for their disregard for those who had suffered 

from the loss of coaching. The ghost story evokes despondency, deprivation, 

regret, anger and acerbity towards those blamed for its untimely demise. The 

phantom coach, driver and passengers, represent the loss of the past, and as 

such the coach itself becomes a trope for retribution – an intimation of the 

resentment that lay in the hearts of all those associated with the industry. This 

story therefore indicates the strength of popular perceptions and responses to a 

disquieting transitory period of time. 

     In ‘Another Past Lodger Relates His Own Ghost Story’, in the Christmas Edition 

of All The Year Round, 1864, Amelia Edwards sets her tale firmly within the 

historic days of coach travel. The story portrays no indication of the future of the 

industry, and makes no emotive appeals of nostalgia, or even any comment as to 

how it was viewed within society. Instead, the coach itself is a trope representing 

spiritual life after death. Edwards suggests this by providing details of a mail coach 

accident that had occurred some twenty or thirty years before the date of her story. 

The narrator’s involvement with the accident, some nine years after its occurrence, 

provides a link to the possibility of ghostly reincarnations of the dead following a 

major tragedy. Through coach travel she poses questions of a reflective nature 

pertinent to contemporary social discourse and unease of the era in which she has 

set her story; such concerns included long held beliefs and superstitions that were 

being re-evaluated and questioned, due to the growth of empirical knowledge. 

Within the narrator’s story, the culmination of the implication of the existence of 

spirits provides an interlocking bridge between the past, present and future. Scott 

Brewster and Luke Thurston state that ‘Victorian ghost stories could … entail both 

the return of an old world and a taste of the new.’36 Edwards explores such a link 

between the known events of the past and the unknown possibilities of the future 

through the medium of the coach. 

     Later in the century, ghost stories move even further away from any reflection 

of sentimentality or nostalgia. Shadowy sightings, recorded as folklore, were, and 

still are, occasionally reported, prompting the Folklore Society to conduct a survey 

 
36 Scott Brewster and Luke Thurston, The Routledge Handbook to the Ghost Story (New York/London: 
Routledge, 2017), p. 4. 
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in the 1940s, county by county in England, of observed glimpses of the travelling 

coach. These apparent sightings of the era, though not experienced but held 

within English ideology, lost all immediacy associated with coaching. By the end of 

the century the coach only existed in imagery or ghost stories, often in the form of 

the mourning coach, still a travelling vehicle, but included as a trope heralding 

death. The last two stories examined in the chapter – ‘The Phantom Coach’ by the 

Reverend Augustus Jessopp (1896) and ‘The True Tale of The Phantom Coach’ 

by W. T. Linskill (Originally published in 1900) reflect this changing pattern of the 

usage of the coach motif in the ghost story narrative. Although there is a tenuous 

link between the death of a person and the death of the coaching industry, it 

certainly demonstrates why the coach was still a powerful tool for inclusion in a 

ghost story. People no longer rushed out with excitement to greet the coach, meet 

passengers, hear the latest news and enjoy the spectacle; instead, its arrival was 

dreaded, as it became a harbinger of death.  

 

     Charles Dickens captured the relevance of coaching in the narrative in The 

Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club by leaving the final piece of dialogue to  

Mr Pickwick, who muses on his travel by coach: 

 

  “I shall never regret”, said Mr Pickwick … “having devoted … two 

  years to mixing with different varieties and shade of human  

  characters … Numerous scenes of which I had no previous 

  conception have dawned upon me – I hope to the enlargement  

  of my mind, and the improvement of my understanding.”37  

 

Throughout his travels by coach the character of Mr Pickwick is involved in 

meeting a plethora of characters, in particular coachman Tony Weller and his son 

Sam. From their ensuing acquaintance and friendship, Dickens demonstrates, 

suggests, and establishes, a multitude of circumstances: from court rooms, to 

elections, and the treatment of widows. The coach, as a vehicle and metaphor, is 

shown as a paradigmatic means to explore contemporary life and issues. By way 

of the coach driver Tony Weller and his associations with Mr Pickwick, Dickens 

 
37 Dickens, The Pickwick Papers, p. 605. 



24 
 

succeeds in imparting commentary, by way of jargon and phraseology, on 

numerous topics of relevance in early nineteenth-century Britain. This thesis 

examines texts not purely by fiction writers, but writers of various mediums of 

literary formats, in order to examine the diversity in representations of the coach 

metaphorically, or as a mode, tone, and genre of travel, with the aim of formulating 

scrutiny of characters and debating issues pertinent to the diverse lives of the 

population – capturing insights into the fusion of class and communal travel. As 

such, the coach emerges from being merely a method of transport, to its 

transformation into a literary icon and touchstone of cultural relevance that 

continued throughout the century.  

     Components of writing, comprising instances of governmental political 

concerns, local issues, peculiarities of people and their all-encompassing 

idiosyncrasies, appear as features within the diversity of textual materials analysed 

in this study. How society in the early nineteenth century viewed, not only each 

other, but the new found thrill of speed and prospects of travel, their experiences 

during the journey and ensuing reactions to the momentum of its untimely loss, to 

an even faster form of acceleration, are identified and examined throughout this 

study. Writers addressed their changing world by way of the coach and its 

associations; a moving vehicle in a changing landscape of developing laws of 

motion. By the examination of their works it is possible to extract the minutiae of 

the realities of life in nineteenth-century Britain, contributing to knowledge of this 

expanding period of transition. 
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Social Interaction and Subjective Experience: Coaching and Society 

 

  Travelling frees us from prejudices, and enlarges the sphere 

  of our imagination by comparisons essential to the character 

  of man. Every scene is a picture … the road after all, is the 

  grand theatre of life.38 

   

(Nimrod, Essays on the Road, 1820). 

 

The pre-railway industry of coach travel established a national network of 

movement enabling individuals to come together in an environment conducive to 

conversation with persons on the periphery of their normal day to day social 

stratum. This facilitated literary opportunities for comment on fellow passengers, 

baggage carried inside and outside of the coach, horses, coach drivers, weather, 

stage stops, and due to close proximity to the environment as the coach 

progressed, descriptions of the passing landscape – vistas, scenic or otherwise. 

Linda Colley states that this ability to roam a now accessible country signified that 

‘for many British men and women the parish was no longer the only relevant solar 

system’ because they could now ‘reach out … and associate with those outside 

their own locality.’39 This new collective sociability, evidence of which can be found 

in a variety of literary sources examined in this study, presented writers with a 

diversity of forums in which to capture the atmosphere and nuances of the 

microcosm of the early nineteenth century. Reflections of those who travelled by 

coach were extended into literature, through allegorical representations, portraying 

degrees and assortments of human life as experienced when travelling by mail 

and stage coach.  

     Coaching in the early nineteenth century was, as Jonathan Grossman states, 

‘perceived as an invention of unprecedented acceleration.’40 A contemporary 

confirmation of how this new era of speedier travel was perceived is contained in a 

 
38 Nimrod, ‘Essays on the Road’ Written between 1820 and 1830, Captain Malet, Annals of the Road: or, 
Notes on Mail and Stage Coaching in Great Britain (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1876), pp. 218-219.  
39 Linda Colley, ‘Whose Nation?:- Class and National Consciousness in Britain 1750-1830’, Past and Present, 

113.1 (1986), 97-117 (p. 116). 
40 Jonathan Grossman, Charles Dickens’s Networks: Public Transport and the Novel (New York: OUP, 2012), 
p. 19. 
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letter written by Joseph Pichot in 1825. In his description of the counties of Kent 

Surrey and Middlesex, as viewed from atop the stage coach, he states that he will 

‘proceed with the swiftness of the stage-coach, a comparison which may here be 

appropriately substituted for the … similes of a dart, or the flight of a bird.’41 

Communities of towns and villages, consisting of all classes of men and women, 

took advantage of this convenient fast method of transport, not only for work and 

leisure, but sometimes purely for the enjoyment of a ride through the countryside 

and a chance to meet a variety of passengers from all walks of life. The 

significance of this ‘levelling’ of society whilst travelling opened up possibilities for 

new areas of dialogue and exchange of views which writers could capture in 

literary representations. A journalist, and regular traveller, wrote that ‘on a short 

excursion into the country’, on board the coach, it is likely that you might meet a 

‘peer to a shoe-black. A man may pass from Petersham to Piccadilly with a 

shopkeeper on his right, a sharper on his left, a member of Parliament on the box 

and wealthy bankers or penniless officers in the rear.’42 This chapter analyses 

texts chosen from novels, diaries, journals and newspapers in order to assert that 

coaching within literary sources promoted insights into identity construction due to 

the interaction and diversity of passengers aboard the coach. 

      The combination of literary sources examined impart evidence of early 

domestic tourism – days out on the coach – and the pleasures and miseries of the 

realities of travel that this new found freedom afforded. It will be shown how 

writers, through metaphors, exaggeration or realism, incorporated the diversity of 

inclusive class and gender on board the coach. Identifying individuality through 

literary sources in terms of gender, class and reasons for travel, supplies evidence 

of comprehensive social interaction before rail travel segregated the classes. 

Victorian writers, such as George Eliot, ‘seem to have been fascinated with a form 

of transport that had so recently vanished’, many choosing to set their works in the 

heyday of the coaching era between the 1820s and 1840s.43 Preoccupation with 

the coaching era can be linked to a variety of reasons, one of which was the role it 

played as an identification of ‘the good old days’ and concerns of the speed 

 
41 Joseph Pichot,’Letter IV – Addressed to M. B——E’ Historical and Literary Tour of a Foreigner in England 
and Scotland (London: Saunders and Otley, 1825), p. 12. 
42 ‘Spirit of the Public Journals’, The Mirror of Literature, Amusement and Instruction, IV.CVIII, Saturday 16th 
October (1824) 278-281 (p. 278). [n.a.] 
43 David Thomas, ‘The Glory of Motion: The History of the Stagecoach’, Family History, 75.12 (2001) (p. 39). 
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towards a new modernity. Ruth Livesey states that it was coach travel that 

epitomised the progression of society ‘from a past of custom and superstition to 

the rational, steam-powered present’, delivering ‘the perfect analogy for progress 

and increasing homogeneity.’44 Perhaps, rather than ‘increasing homogeneity’ 

coach travel could best be described as a discovery of the implications and 

dimensions into the differentiation of the lives of those from different social 

spheres. Also the ‘progress’ of steam powered transport grew at such a pace that 

it ensured the Victorians would need time to accommodate this inevitable 

progression. Coaching had been perceived as a revolution in travel development 

but now it became a metaphor for a slower pace of life; reliable and trustworthy, 

regarded, by some, nostalgically – which will be explored in a later chapter. 

Coaching, marginalised in importance and visibly absent in the majority of general 

historical transport discussions, will be shown to be not only visible in literary 

sources, but providing a plethora of evidential perceptions of travel, domestic 

tourism, ideology and individual identities, set in place before the establishment of 

the railways and nineteenth-century Victorian Britain. 

     This chapter identifies and examines the ways in which the coach, in life 

writing, journalism, and fictional/metaphorical representation, facilitated the 

construction of particular identities relating to class, age and gender, either as a 

mirroring of authenticity or as literary construction. The chapter will be divided into 

two main thematic subdivisions. The first will examine tourism and leisure and the 

second the diversity of motives for travel – both of which will encompass class and 

gender, underlying distinctive representations in the social and cultural 

identification of travellers. These thematic inquiries will continually overlap, 

necessitating inclusion of all relevant mediums in order to thoroughly define the 

argument which forms the framework of comprehension derived from 

amalgamating a variety of literary sources. It will be shown for what purpose and 

function the writer has chosen to portray individual identification of class and 

gender through a particular approach/technique within the narrative.  

    Coach passengers could not only board at an inn  situated in town but also at 

coaching inns on route, stage stops in villages, and at any point on the roadside or 

 
44 Ruth Livesey, Writing The Stage Coach Nation: Locality on the Move in Nineteenth-Century British 
Literature (Oxford: OUP, 2016), p. 10. 
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crossroads. This fluidity of exchange of passengers, incidents along the road, 

stage stops and inns, all contributed to a heightening of literary output. The identity 

of the new character entering the coach can be established by way of their 

appearance, gender and reason for travel, in order to develop divergent 

dimensions advantageous to story lines or additional interesting dialogue in diaries 

and journals. Livesey states that travel by mail and stage and the ‘squashing 

together’ of ‘a mixed bag of strangers with nothing to do but talk, provided a 

means to insert stories within-stories.’45 It was the medley of individuals; a cross 

section of persons brought together due to varying circumstances and their 

confined spatial contact that created the sharing of views, situations, and a portal 

into a way of life created and captured by writers. It is through this window of 

contemporary literature that evidence can be viewed, establishing interactivity 

between passengers when travelling on board the coach.  

 

Tourism and Leisure 

 

In her introduction to Mobility in The Victorian Novel – a study that focuses on 

social mobility with regard to ‘placing the nation … through mobility’ – Charlotte 

Mathieson states that although her study begins post-coaching (1840) it is 

necessary to recall ‘the beginnings of the transport revolution in the late-eighteenth 

to early-nineteenth century’, with ‘new structures of communication and transport 

technologies.’46 The transport technologies to which Mathieson refers relate to the 

improvements in road construction and design, also the safety and comfort of the 

mail and stage coaches that facilitated a form of transport so efficient and reliable 

that it provided conveyances suitable for labour, vacations and exploration around 

the country by way of this new-found freedom of movement. As a result this 

speedy form of roaming the nation imparts evidence that individuals now had the 

means of ‘migration from rural to urban areas’ for work.47  

     Progress in passenger mobility contributed to the popularity of ‘travelling for 

pleasure … and domestic leisure tourism’ which consequently ‘arose as a popular 

 
45 Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach Nation, p. 9. 
46 Charlotte Mathieson, Mobility in The Victorian Novel: Placing the Nation (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), p. 3. 
47 Mathieson, Mobility in the Victorian Novel, p. 3. 
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pastime.’48 Cultural growth within the country benefited from a more mobile 

society. Rosemary Sweet states that ‘the rise of domestic tourism’, as opposed to 

the “grand Tour” of Europe’ was ‘arguably of greater significance for the 

development of British Culture.’49 In The Progress of The Nations (1836) George 

Porter wrote – with obvious pride – ‘the perfection to which we have carried the 

means of transporting persons and property from one end of the Kingdom to the 

other’, and of the facilitation for the ‘communication to every nook and corner of 

the land.’50 Faster assimilation of news and mail provided people with a greater 

appreciation of events around them and considerably greater access to a variety 

of literary sources. 

     Varying depictions of stage coach transport have produced a mixture of 

ambiguity. Ian Ousby asserts that pre-railway historical sources have ‘constructed 

an image of overloaded stage coaches creaking their way through mire, burying 

themselves in snow drifts and being held up by gallantly dressed highwaymen’ 

perceptions of which ‘tells us little about the realities of eighteenth century and 

early nineteenth-century technology.’51 He points out (as does Mathieson) that the 

system of turnpikes (relieving parishes of the cost and responsibilities of road 

building and maintenance) and well constructed roads by men such as John 

Metcalfe and Thomas Telford, ‘began to establish a system of long-distance 

communication needs.’52 Concerns of possible robbery on the highways were no 

longer relevant because these new lighter, faster, more comfortable coaches 

travelled with a guard on board. Ousby specifies that this did not equate to 

‘travellers’ always filling ‘their diaries and notebooks with praise for the ease of  

modern [mail and stage coach] travel.’53 ‘Travellers cherish inconveniences.’54 Any 

incidents occurring contributed to lively letter, journal and novel writing (be it 

humorous or essential for the plot) as will be shown in this chapter. The 

 
48 Mathieson, Mobility in the Victorian Novel, p. 3. 
49 Rosemary Sweet, ‘Domestic Tourism in Great Britain’ Picturing Places [on-line] http://bl.uk [accessed May 
2020] (para. 1). 
50 George R. Porter, The Progress of the Nations in Various Social and Economic Relations from the 

Beginning of the Nineteenth Century (1836) revised edition ed. by F. W. Hurst (London: Methuen c & Co., 
Ltd, 1912), p. 546. 
51 Ian Ousby, The Englishman’s England: Taste, Travel and The Rise of Tourism (Cambridge: CUP, 1990), p. 
10. 
52 Ousby, The Englishman’s England, p. 10. 
53 Ousby, The Englishman’s England, p. 10. 
54 Ousby, The Englishman’s England, p. 10. 
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convenience and freedom to travel encouraged the ‘growing interest in domestic 

travel’ which in turn opened up an expanding knowledge, for many, of the country 

in which they lived, which sequentially offered day trippers or tourists occasions of 

‘an agreeable leisure pursuit.’55 Regularly updated published books such as 

Paterson’s Roads (which by 1822 was already in its 16th edition) contained all the 

necessary information a traveller could feasibly require. In the front is a large 

folded map showing Mail Coach Roads, Direct Roads and Cross Roads. Detailed 

information is given for all possible routes including mileage, turnpikes, inns, 

country houses and their occupants, and information about the towns and villages 

that would be traversed. The back of the book contains fu rther detailed maps of all 

the major stopping places.56 

     Watering places, or Spas, were particularly popular towards the end of the 

eighteenth and first quarter of the nineteenth century, as were trips to the seaside, 

mainly seen as recuperative or health inducing destinations. Books, such as A 

Guide to all the Watering and Sea Bathing Places, were republished numerous 

times after the popular first edition in 1803. The books contain illustrations and 

detailed information about the counties and towns, principal inns and travel advice 

such as, for example, Dover: 

 

  The London mail-arrives every morning at seven o’clock, and returns 

  To London at seven in the evening. There are besides, several 

  stage-coaches, which set out for London every morning at four, and 

  every evening at six.57 

 

Scarborough had ‘the double attraction of sea-bathing and mineral waters.’58 In 

Poetical Sketches of Scarborough in 1813, the first poem announces the arrival of 

day trippers on a stage coach. The facsimile reprint of 1893 includes illustrations 

by James Green and Thomas Rowlandson, originally intended as souvenirs for the 

tourists. The publisher, in his preface, states that the volume ‘is unique as a 

poetical and pictorial exposé of the manners, customs and amusements’ of  those 

 
55 Sweet, ‘Domestic Tourism in Great Britains’, para. 2. 
56 Edward Mogg, Paterson’s Roads, 16th edn  (London: Hurst, Rees Orme and Brown, 1822).  
57 John Feltham, A Guide to All The Watering and Sea Bathing Places (London: Rees, Orme, Brown and 
Green, 1825 edition), p. 27-28. 
58 Feltham, A Guide to All The Watering, p. 174. 
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who ‘frequented Scarborough when George Third was King … when the stage-

coach was the most potent factor in the way of locomotion.’59 In ‘Some Account of 

Scarborough’ visitors are provided with descriptions of the many attractions to be 

seen in Scarborough.60 In ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’ is a combination of 

depictions of the town, heralding its many advantages and reasons as to why you 

may feel inclined to visit, especially for, ‘he who for nine months lives at home … 

may on thy shore from business free, rejoice to pass the other three.’61 The coach 

is the establishment of the reader’s arrival in the town along with the visitors, which 

leads on to the other verses which include ‘The Library’, ‘The Stage’, ‘The Castle’, 

and ‘The Promenade’. On the inside of the coach sits Edmund, a college student, 

wealthy Mr & Mrs Tottergait and daughters, the lovely Ella and Kate: 

 

  Thus bag and baggage — women, men, 

  Within-side five, and out-side ten! 

  As much as four nags can draw, 

  Are passing on to SCARBOR’ SPA62 

 

It needs to be borne in mind when reading the poem that it was written in 1813, 

before the recognised golden era of coaching of the 1815s onwards, with its 

continual improvements in safer coaches, better horses and roads. In order to 

provide ‘an incident’ on the road for commentary on individual characters, the poet 

introduces a chaise and four driven by reckless Lord Harry, intent on speeding 

past the coach at whatever cost. Although written as satire, racing or rivalry 

between coaches owned by different coach proprietors did occasionally cause 

concern for passengers, as many reports confirm in contemporary newspapers. If 

found guilty, the coachman, not the proprietor, would take the penalty. The same 

applied to an overloaded coach as driver Francis Vickers found out when he 

illegally ‘carried a greater number of passengers than allowed under the terms of 

 
59 Frank Fawcett (Publisher) Preface to Poetical Sketches of Scarborough in 1813 (Driffield: Frank Fawcett, 
1893). 
60 J. P. Papworth, William Combe, & Francis Wrangham, ‘Some Account of  Scarborough’, Poetical Sketches 

of Scarborough in 1813 (Facsimile Reprint) (Driffield: Frank Fawcett, 1893), pp. i-xv.  
61 Papworth, ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’, Poetical Sketches of Scarborough,  p. 2. 
62 Papworth, ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’, p. 4. 
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his licence’, which carried a penalty by way of a fine of £5.00.63 In this instance a 

social problem could be voiced, providing a ‘real’ possible situation, which in turn 

allows the writer to use it to literary advantage. Lord Harry succeeds in getting past 

the coach but in the process the coach overturns into a roadside pond.64 Incidents 

of competition between coach companies, all keen to promote themselves as 

offering the best services could, and did on occasions, occur.65 Lord Harry, in his 

chaise, is responsible for this accident and it is his character as a member of high 

society that is utilised to establish the contrary character of a coachman. At the 

end of the poem the coachman is depicted as the gentleman who treats people as 

‘all’s one to me’, and Lord Harry as being ‘nothing — but a Gentleman.’ 66 The 

writer is emphasising a distinction between the usage of the word gentleman in the 

context of the driver, who behaved with the civility expected of a gentleman and 

Gentleman, written in italics with a capital letter for greater emphasis of a member 

of the aristocracy who displayed the antipathy of a gentleman. 

     Topics which included the personalities, skills and character of coach drivers, 

were popular material for engagement by writers. Charles James Apperley, better 

known as “Nimrod”, sports writer, and regular coach passenger, wrote ‘The 

Coachman and The Guard’ in Joseph Meadows, The Heads of The People (1840) 

extolling the character of the coachmen: 

 

  Whoever doubts the importance of a Coachman’s calling, admits 

  that he has not looked much into books. There is none more 

  classical; few  who have been considered more honourable; … we 

  should write our inkstand dry were we to enumerate a tithe of the 

  honours paid to those who have distinguished themselves in the 

  management of the reins and the whip.67 

 
63 ‘Francis Vickers, driver of the “Wonder” London Coach’, Brighton Gazette [on-line] (Thursday 29 August 

1839) http://britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed June 2020] p. 4. [n.a.] 
64 Appendix: (Page 257).  Thomas Rowlandson, ‘A Trip to Scarborough’ (1813), Poetical Sketches of 
Scarborough (Driffield: Frank Fawcett, 1893) p. 2. 
65 Reporting of Any such incidents that resulted in injury or distress were dealt with severely. (Articles such 
as ‘When death ensues from a collision of carriages’ refer to the possible consequences of rival coach 
racing. Brighton Gazette [on-line] (Thursday 1 April 1830) http://britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed 
June 2020] p. 3 [n.a.] 
66 Papworth, ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’, p. 13. 
67 Nimrod, ‘The Coachman and the Guard’, Heads of The People or Portraits of the English, ed. by Joseph 
Meadows (Philadelphia: Carey & Hart, 1840), pp. 113-144 (p. 113).  
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Coachmen were respected members of society.68 These iconic individuals 

reflected an understanding of inclusiveness of society on board their coaches, 

which the writer of the poem draws upon when he writes ‘all’s one to me’. 

Examples of this and a coachman’s position in society will be appraised in this 

chapter and throughout the study. In the poem the coachman, although enraged 

by the behaviour of the Lord in racing his coach, still retains the title of a 

‘gentleman’. None of the passengers are injured in the overturn in to the pond, ‘a 

various wetting was the harm, nor did they any ill endure, but what a fire and soap 

could cure.’69 Two of the outsiders are mentioned when: 

 

  Miss Thimble’s dress spread out so loose,  

  That like a net it caught a goose, 

  And Mrs Bumpkin had the luck 

  To fall so squat, she killed a duck.70 

 

Edmund saves the ‘pallid’ Ella (a possible romance ensuing) clothes are dried, ‘so 

steam’d the kitchen, that they say ‘twas like a barrack washing-day.’71 The 

gathering together of these individuals, destined to spend a longer time together 

than if the incident had not occurred, furnishes the poet with dialogue between the 

passengers including a ‘plump, good-humoured, friendly ‘Squire,’ a ‘cool North 

Briton,’ a ‘short, pretty little maid’, and ‘an actor.’72 The scant information regarding 

the passengers atop the coach, inserted in at various points, nevertheless 

provides adequate indications about these individual day trippers; women, married 

and unmarried, a well to do business man, wife and daughter, a squire, a college 

student, a north-Briton with ‘a native accent’ (probably a bagman) and a maid, all 

heading to Scarborough for purely leisure/holiday reasons. No distinction is 

apparent between this set of individuals with regard to their class or gender. All are 

travelling together for the pleasure of a day in Scarborough.  

 
68 The title of an autobiography written by Birch Reynardson, himself a coachman for many years, is Down 
The Road: Reminiscences of a Gentleman Coachman. The coachmen, themselves, were conscious of their 
position in society and thought of themselves as gentlemen which their behaviour reflected.  
69 Papworth, ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’, p. 7. 
70 Papworth, ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’, p. 7.  
71 Papworth, ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’, p. 8. 
72 Papworth, ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival,’ p. 8. 
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     Sitting in close proximity either atop or inside the coach naturally led to written 

observations about the other passengers on board. A gentleman, touring the 

country in the summer of 1825, begins the first part of his travels in agreeable 

weather ‘but to add to our comfort, our fellow travellers were sociable and good 

humoured. A young Irish lady, pretty, lively and somewhat satirical, and her father, 

a … merry jovial, well-informed … old gentleman … with such companions, we 

went smoothly and merrily along.’73 This gentleman is a seasoned coach traveller 

who tells us that ‘for my part, I enjoy a stage-coach … besides the saving of 

trouble and expenses’ [reference to the hire of a post-chaise] it ‘puts the animal 

spirits more into play’ and causes him to reflect on “the equality of the Human 

species.”74 All classes travelled together without detriment to their social standing: 

‘it suspends distinctions, and brings otherwise distinct classes together on a 

footing of common rights and privileges.’75 Affirmation of this acceptance and 

inclusion of class and gender will be argued and shown throughout this study.  

     Writers, Charles Dickens, Charles Molloy Westmacott and Richard Edgeworth 

(all included in this chapter), utilised the device of coach travel for the introduction 

of dissimilar characters for a diversity of dialogue, narration and the provision of 

literary opportunities afforded by a grouping together of a mixed medley of 

strangers. Linked to the incidents of travel atop and inside the coach are stage 

stops at the inns where individuals from the coach and other guests at the inn 

intermingle freely. Charles Dickens, in The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick 

Club, employs a travelling vehicle, its driver and passengers to create humorous 

situations in order to address actual contemporary social commentary on current 

concerns. C. Keirstead states that ‘for Dickens, the travel essay becomes the 

forum for a specific literary … hybrid intervention into the unique kinds of social 

spaces.’76 The association of hybrid, to which he refers, is his argument that 

Dickens’s travel writing was his ‘efforts to broaden the reader’s social landscape at 

the same time as he broadens it geographically.’77 Depictions of society are 

 
73 ‘Memoranda of a Summer Tour Through North Wales’, The Monthly Magazine, LIX.1 (1825), 420-422 (p. 
420) [n.a.] 
74 ‘Memoranda of a Summer Tour’, p. 420. 
75 ‘Memoranda of a Summer Tour’, p. 420. 
76 C. Keirstead, ‘Dickens’s Travel disorientation and the Emergence of the Modern Literary Travel Essay’, 
Studies in Travel Writing, 19.4 (2015), 340-357 (p. 341). 
77 Keirstead, ‘Dickens’s Travel’, p. 353. 
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particularly unique to Dickens’s observational portrayal and inclusion of 

characters, sourced from all walks of life. For all writers passenger aggregation 

onboard a coach yields the ideal settings for a literary text. Descriptions of inns, 

coach, horses and scenery provide a backdrop for the lively evocation of 

travellers. 

     Brighton was another favourite tourist destination, where it is stated that it is 

‘only 52 miles from London’ and the coaches, in 1826, ‘now travel in six hours’, 

which was fast-moving for its day.78 Inhabitants were informed that ‘public 

travelling between London and Brighton are very numerous and convenient’, 

listing the day and night coaches travelling to and from Brighton.79 ‘A Visit to 

Brighton’ is a journalistic article written in 1826. The author writes of his many 

travels aboard and of his two years of living in London, where he now finds that his 

health is beginning to suffer from the environment of town living. This new era of 

‘domestic tourism’ – described by Mathieson as a time when ‘domestic leisure 

tourism arose as a popular pastime … first evident in the popularity of spa towns 

and then in the growth of the seaside resort’, were generally undertaken for 

wellbeing as well as recreation.80 The author relates that his ‘respected maiden 

Aunt recommended sea air, and mentioned Brighton as convenient.’81 Brighton, 

due to its beneficial sea air and convenience of coach travel, was where the author 

decides to travel: 

 

  I went to the Elephant and Castle determined to get the first stage 

  That appeared. Brighton hi!, going to Brighton? —— room inside. I 

  mounted —- the coachman already sat … and in an instant the four 

  horses and four wheels bore along us seventeen human beings who 

  clung like flies to various parts of the vehicle on our road to 

  Brighton.82 

 

There is no information provided regarding the passengers; the rest of the article 

recounts his stay in Brighton but, like ‘The Stage Coach and Arrival’, initial 

 
78 Feltham, A Guide to Watering Places, p. 72. 
79 Feltham, A Guide to Watering Places, p. 87. 
80 Mathieson, ‘Mobility in the Victorian Novel’, p. 3. 
81 ‘A Visit to Brighton’, London Magazine, 6.24 (1826), 460-466 (p. 462). [n.a.] 
82 ‘A Visit to Brighton’, p. 462. 
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descriptions of the conveyance itself set the scene for the continuing dialogue. 

Imagery of passengers hanging on to various bits of the coach as it travels along 

the road suggests the impact speed had on those travelling at this time, confirming 

observations of those such as Grossman of this ‘invention of unprecedented 

acceleration’. The familiar presence of the coach in nineteenth century travel 

accounts proved to be a valuable tool for creating reality, parody, and passenger 

caricatures, in combination with descriptions of the places visited. These accounts 

provide input toward ‘showing how movement of travel have in turn been 

expanded and systematised into a tourist industry’, later built upon when trains 

carried passengers in greater numbers for day trips to the seaside.83 Before the 

advent of the trains, the coaches, with their ability to carry numerous passengers, 

contributed to the growth in popularity of holiday and day trips excursions. 

     A trip to Brighton was also the subject of a chapter in Bernard Blackmantle’s 

[pseudonym of Charles Molloy Westmacott] The English Spy. ‘The Stage Coach, 

or The Trip to Brighton’ is part of ‘an original work, characteristic, satirical and 

humorous comprising scenes and sketches in every rank of society.’84 Despite the 

anticipation of embellished situations and character portrayals to rank the chapter 

‘satirical and humorous’, it does contain many descriptions of scenery, towns and 

villages traversed on the journey to Brighton. He begins the chapter with praise for  

the ‘science and vast improvements in mechanical arts’ that the country was 

enjoying in 1825, in particular ‘the most conspicuous are in the powers of motions 

as connected with the mode and means of travelling.’85 This new velocity 

associated with coach travel provided the impetus required for greater freedom of 

movement around the country. Blackmantle defines this change in the growth and 

efficiency of coaching as ‘the whole country’ having ‘undergone … revolutionary 

change, even to the horses, harness and the driver of the vehicle.’86 Blackmantle 

states that this was to be expected in a country where men are continually striving 

to ‘seek their fortunes … but the most sanguine … could never have anticipated 

the rapidity with which we are now whirled from one end of the kingdom to the 

other’, with ‘a well-bred gentlemanly fellow for a coachman who amuses you with a 

 
83 Ousby, ‘The Englishman’s England’, p. 5. 
84 Bernard Blackmantle [Charles Molloy Westmacott] ‘The Stage Coach or The Trip to Brighton’, The English 

Spy (London: Sherwood, Jones and Co., 1825), pp. 274-286 (Front Piece). 
85 Blackmantle, ‘The Stage Coach’, p. 275. 
86 Blackmantle, ‘The Stage Coach’, p. 275. 
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volume of anecdotes.’87 This contemporary liberation and rate of movement is also 

commented upon in Camilla Cassidy’s study of ‘Iron Times and Golden Ages’, 

when she states that ‘the stage coach tripled the speed of travel by road’ 

transforming ‘the way people moved around in what was suddenly a much more 

mobile and, therefore, an effectively shrunken nation.’88 Momentum plus the 

numerous opportunities available for travel by the mail and stage coaches, were 

dominant factors in the initial growth of leisure and work opportunities.  

     Blackmantle writes about his enjoyment of reading ‘men more than books’ and 

to this end has ‘ever found an endless diversity of character, a never failing source 

of study and amusement in a trip to a watering-place.’89 Having decided to embark 

on an excursion from London to Brighton, his amusement, by way of the study of 

characters, begins at The Golden Cross Inn at Charing Cross where he declares 

you will find ‘the greatest variety of character and entertainment to a h umorist.’90 It 

is the description of travelling companions that writers frequently conceptualise as 

a means of providing humour, creation of character portrayal, and general 

information as to the variance of passengers onboard. One large gentleman trying 

to insert his portly frame through the coach door is asked by the coach driver, ‘do 

we take the whole of you to-day sir? … assisting to push him in’, a chance for a 

satirical remark at the expense of a more stout individual.91 Blackmantle remarks 

that he attempts to get the box seat next to the driver as, in modern terms, he was 

equivalent to an early tourist guide, as he ‘puts you in possession of all the 

topographical, descriptive, and anecdotal matter relative to the resident gentry and 

the road.’92 After picking up ‘old maids’, pug-dogs, pattens [shoes] … parrots and 

pert young misses’ amongst the passengers, the coach sets off to Brighton and 

Blackmantle’s descriptions continue with political commentary on places and 

people as the coach travels along.93 

     Earlier in the century (1807) Robert Southey, writing under the pseudonym of 

Don Manuel Alvarez Espriella, wrote Letters from England a fictional travelogue of 

 
87 Blackmantle, ‘The Stage Coach’, p. 276. 
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a Spaniards tour of England. Carol Bolton states that when the book was first 

published ‘readers and reviewers were not sure what to make of it … due to its bi-

vocal, multi layered construction,’ and that ‘it is still a puzzle to us now.’94 Boltons’s 

inference that Southey’s book is still a ‘puzzle to us now’ indicates that it is open to 

interpretation.95 Under the pretence of a young Spaniard on the popular ‘Grand 

Tour’, Southey recounts his experiences and opinions, whether satirically, 

informative, or as a platform for airing his own personal viewpoint and concerns. 

As Bolton points out, identifying truth, fiction and whether it is Southey’s opinions 

or the probable opinions of a young Spaniard visiting England for the first time, can 

be problematical.  

     Travel writing in letter or diary form gained particular popularity during the 

eighteenth century. Percy Adams argues that literature was able to build on this 

demand citing the writings of Henry Fielding, Laurence Sterne and Tobias 

Smollett. Southey would arguably have found this creative medium a lucrative 

earner or viewed it as a chance to display his personal knowledge and beliefs 

regarding his own travels around England. Adams points out that travel writing 

was a mixture of ‘pleasure and profit and must at times be a mixture of the false 

with the fact.’96 Although Southey’s letters were a work of fiction, there is much 

included within them that is factual as can be ascertained from contemporary 

sources written during the coaching era. 

     Letter XXXI is a ‘Journey to Oxford.——Stage-Coach Travelling and Company’. 

Espierella’s descriptions read as a report – a chronicle – of what he sees and 

feels, written for the benefit of his fellow Spaniards, with the assumption that they 

have never travelled to England. He declares in the preface that in writing about 

the ‘English and the real state of England’ he has tried to be ‘strictly impartial’ 

without inventions of falseness or of ‘concealing what is true.’97 Luggage was 

‘stowed in the boot, as they call a great receptacle’ – boot still being in use today 
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with regard to a vehicle.98 Descriptions of the inside passengers include ‘a 

member of the university’ and ‘a fat vulgar woman … with cakes, oranges and 

cordials’ who had been on a visit to friends, himself and his travelling companion 

with no description of the outsiders, apart from ‘two passengers mounted the 

roof.’99 Espierella enjoys a conversation with the woman as the gentleman had 

‘composed himself to sleep in the corner of the coach’ whereas the lady is only too 

happy to tell Espierella about her stay with her sister, play-houses visited, the price 

of bread, naming Bonaparte a Bonniprat, and wondering if he was loved in his 

country as much ‘as the people in England loved King George.’100 The 

conversation includes a variety of informative material. Her visit appears to have 

been for social and leisure reasons, as play-houses were visited. The nickname 

for Bonaparte provides an opportunity for the display of a collective national feeling 

of empathy for King George 111. The price of bread is discussed in relation to ‘The 

Corn Law’ of 1804 which imposed tax on imported grain in order to inflate the price 

that landowners in England could charge for home produced grain. The ‘price of 

bread’ would have been a major social issue as bread was part of a staple diet for 

many. 

       In 1825, in a letter to the Revd. Herbert Hill, Southey writes ‘if I had a 

companion I would make a tour in North Wales … I have a mortal dislike to 

travelling alone’, which would provide a plausible reason for providing Espierella 

with a travelling companion, but the companion is never mentioned and chance for 

interactive fictional dialogue appears to be lost.101 Espierella is informed by the 

coachman that ‘soldiers have little or no money when they are discharged, and the 

sailors soon squander what they have,’ and if they cannot ‘find employment or ‘will 

not seek it’, resort to ‘land-privateering, as they call highway robbery.’102 The 

function of the driver, in this instance, is to provide knowledge of a legitimate social 

problem prevalent in 1806. His knowledge of all his variety of passengers can be 

exploited in order to express comments of a political or public nature. A coachman, 

as will be seen in subsequent chapters, gained knowledge of all manner and types 
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of people, places, and current news and discussions of the day. This privileged 

position enabled him to enlighten many of the passengers aboard his coach of 

current news, descriptions of places passed through, and recommendations of 

inns and locations to visit. Many chose to travel atop the coach rather than inside, 

not only for a greater freedom of space and a better viewpoint of the passing 

surroundings, but also for the chance to listen and talk to the coach driver.  

     Of the coach journey and coachman, Espierella is complimentary and 

informative, presumably from his stated position of impartiality. He expresses 

admiration for their ‘regularity and emulation’ and includes in his appraisal 

information about ‘the travellers whom we met.’103 He carried with him a ‘Book of 

the Roads’ [such as Paterson’s Roads]. This kept his ‘attention perpetually alive’, 

the stagecoaches ‘are admirably managed: relays of horses are ready at every 

post,’ and ‘the coachman seems to know everybody along the road,’ as he greets 

people delivering parcels and messages.104 Drinks of ‘a glass of spirits or a cup of 

ale’ are ‘ready for him as soon as the sound of his wheels was heard … he lives 

upon the road, and is at home when upon his coach-box,’ which can be found in 

the descriptions of coachmen in a variety of contemporary sources (for example 

coach driver Tony Weller – The Posthumous Papers of The Pickwick Club).105 

     On one stage of the journey to Oxford, the weather is so fine that Espieriella 

decides to travel atop the coach. He describes the foot-board where their feet 

rested behind the coachman’s seat and the low iron rail on each side upon which 

to hold. (The low height of the rail around the top of the coach can be seen in 

contemporary coaching illustrations).106 Initially he found that ‘it was fearful to look 

down over the driver upon four horses going with such rapidity, or the wheels 

immediately below us’, the description of which places the reader atop the coach, 

feeling the speed and power of the horses and the fear that at any minute you 

might be thrown off. Southey describes the fear as the forerunner to another 

emotion which Espieriella quickly experiences when he loses ‘all sense of danger’ 

or rather found that ‘no danger existed except in my imagination … for … I sate 
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freely … there was in reality nothing to fear.’107 When Southey wrote Letters in 

1807, travel atop of a coach was still relatively in its infancy and roads were often 

of a poor quality, nevertheless regular passengers often still preferred the 

freedom, air and scenery gained from travel atop the coach, despite the apparent 

dangers.  

     Southey writes in his own personal letters of the many journeys that he has 

taken by coach, such as in a letter to William Wynn M. P., in 1806, that ‘I can truly 

say that the most pleasant minute I passed in the capital was when I seated 

myself in the stage-coach to depart from it.’108 His comments are a reflection on 

conditions in London plus the relief of escapism from an urban environment that 

the coach afforded. Another preference that Southey appeared to have for coach 

travel was addressed in a letter written in 1799 to John May. He tells John that, as 

his works were becoming well known he finds that ‘go where I will, my name has 

gone before me … it is only in a stage-coach that I am on an equal footing with my 

companions and it is there that I talk the most and leave them in the best humour 

with me.’109 There was much that could be discussed as ‘the age in which Southey 

lived was one of the most critical in our country’s history.’110 This statement, 

written in 1812, would have referred to the French Revolution and subsequent 

wars with France. Mail and stage coach travel with its assortment of passengers 

can be viewed as an equal platform for all classes, a chance for anonymity and 

prospect for democratic engagement with fellow travellers. Comments on other 

passengers, which are prevalent in the majority of primary sources, continually 

provide evidence in identifying individuality and diversity for a meaningful 

understanding of the lives of the people – their political and social opinions and 

any concerns about the future. Southey, in hiding his identity behind the fictional 

character of Espieriella, rendered himself with a chance to facilitate his personal 

self-knowledge as well as providing a lens to analyse a wider, outward-looking 

section of people. This invisibility enabled him to provide descriptions of the 
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England of his time, in his personal life, which he enjoyed when travelling by coach 

– the great social leveller.  

     Another writer who enjoyed coach travel for the purpose of leisure and the 

pleasure of conversation to be had with passengers on board, was Richard Lovell 

Edgeworth. In an article published posthumously in 1826, he wrote that ‘twenty 

stage-coaches pass near my door, every day; and it is one of my favourite 

amusements … to get into one of these vehicles’ with a view to finding agreeable 

characters with which he can spend a few entertaining hours in conversation.111 

He describes a journey where his fellow passengers are of varying ages and 

gender and from different walks of life, contributing to discussions of physiognomy, 

trying to determine each other’s character, state of mind and occupations.  

     Physiognomy is often represented in works that contain descriptions of coach 

passengers leading to presumptions of their reasons for travel, their characters 

from their appearances and their line of business or situation in life. On board is ‘a 

thin pale man …  a fat fair lady …  a corpulent gentleman’, smartly dressed with ‘a 

gold-headed can’, ‘a middle-sized, middle-aged officer’, and ‘a young gentleman of 

genteel appearance.’112 The officer states that a frequent traveller soon ‘learns 

those marks, by which the occupations and characters of individuals may … be 

discovered.’113 All the passengers agree for him to put his theory to the test. He 

rightly ascertains that the lady is of a ‘good humoured and good natured 

disposition’ and as she continually moved her fingers near her pocket, normally 

carried keys, thus was or had been ‘the mistress of some public-house or inn’, of 

the gentleman with the cane, he first thought him a ‘rich merchant’ or ‘alderman’ 

but the continual banging of his cane upon the floor when making a point, led the 

officer to the correct conclusion that he was, in fact, an auctioneer.114 The officer is 

putting on a theatrical performance, keeping all the passengers entertained whilst 

they travel in such close proximity of each other. His correct guess that the lady 

runs an inn or boarding house is a reflection on the occupation of many women in 

this period, thereby making the officer’s ‘guess’ a credible assumption. Women, 

usually through marriage and subsequent death of their spouse, were prolific in 
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the hospitality industry either as inn or boarding house owners. Many inn 

proprietors also ran successful coaching businesses, the most well known being 

Mrs Sarah Ann Mountain (1769-1842) of the Saracen’s Head, London, who also 

had a stage coach building business, and Mrs Ann Nelson (1769-1852) who ran 

the Bull Inn at Aldgate.115  

      Edgeworth states of himself that ‘like most idle gentlemen, there was nothing 

peculiar in my manners for the officer to comment on, so attention is turned upon 

the young man whom the officer initially assumes is a man of fortune due to his 

‘knowledge of literature, and easy deportment’ but then he comes to the correct 

verdict – that the man is a haberdasher or silk-mercer due to the ‘slight switch’ in 

his hand movements, denoting continual measuring of a yard.116 Edgeworth 

finished the article by stating that what he has written ‘may appear extravagant 

and improbable a fate that often befalls the relation of real incidents, in works of 

entertainments’ but ‘the foregoing pages are, however, true.’117 ‘Extravagant’ and 

‘improbable’ would no doubt refer to the fact that a piece of drama is being played 

out between strangers who find themselves travelling together as agreeable 

company willing to pass the journey time in what was essentially a game. For 

Edgeworth the interest in leisure travel was for the chance to meet fellow 

passengers of varying ages and gender and from different walks of life, in order to 

facilitate inclusive conversations regarding interests and matters of the day, which, 

when studied, reveal glimpses of the social doctrine of the early nineteenth 

century. Physiognomy, a favoured subject for discussion in the nineteenth century, 

particularly by learned men, was also popular with fictional authors as a way of 

descriptive writing of appearance and character enlightenment. 

     Dorothy and William Wordsworth often journeyed by coach which, as cited in 

their letters, was for a variety of reasons. Coaching was a popular form of 

discovering knowledge of buildings, vistas, villages and towns. On one of their 

tours, after arriving in London on the 29th of July 1802, Dorothy recounts in her 

journal that they ‘mounted the Dover coach at Charing Cross. It was a beautiful 

morning. The city, St. Paul’s, with the river, and a multitude of little boats, made a 
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most beautiful sight as we crossed Westminster Bridge.’118 She enjoys the fact 

that as it was early morning ‘the houses were not overhung by … smoke, … the 

sun shone so brightly, with such a fierce light, that there was even something like 

the purity of one of nature’s great spectacles.’119 Dorothy’s and William’s thrill at 

the tableau viewed from their elevated position atop of the coach inspired William 

to write his famous poem in September 1802, ‘Composed Upon Westminster 

Bridge’. The journey and scenes witnessed often became of equal, if not more 

importance, as the ultimate destination of the traveller. Coaches were viewed as 

not just a means of getting from one place to another for work or relocation, but 

were equally seen as pleasure carriages for leisure and a scenic day out.  

     One journey for leisure travel that Dorothy undertakes, which enables her to 

enjoy her journey as much as her arrival, is from Ashby to Cambridge. She relates 

details of her journey in a letter to her friend, Lady Beaumont. Unable to secure an 

inside seat on the coach, it is a mild night ‘dry and pleasant’ so she is satisfied in 

travelling atop.120 ‘By the light of the moon and of our carriage lamps’, Dorothy 

observes ‘some scattered rocks’ and other wayside objects that happily remind her 

‘of Coleorton … a pleasure I could not have had … inside the coach.’121 Despite 

the cold, she writes that she ‘had a much more agreeable journey’ as a 

consequence, ‘and when the dawn appeared there was a mild glory and 

cheerfulness in the east that was quite enchanting to me, being a sight I have so 

seldom seen.’122 The experience of sitting atop a coach inspired writers to 

describe all that was available to view, even when it was a night journey. After the 

Stamford stage stop, Dorothy takes an inside seat but admits that she could not 

‘but rejoice in my past enjoyments on the outside in breathing the fresh air and 

seeing all the cheerful sights of the country around me.’123 Writer William Kitchener 

states, in 1827, that: 

 

    Descriptions given by travellers apt to differ according to the 
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    various states of the weather and the season of the year … 

    The effect of a Landscape depends very much upon accidental  

    circumstances; the colouring of nature and the lights and shades  

    which are marked by the sun.124  

 

This propensity for engagement with the passing scenery; a useful literary device 

for a writer due to the change in seasons and diversity of views, was lost with the 

speed of travel on the trains. J. De Sapio describes this change for the Victorians, 

who travelled when coaching was virtually extinct, as experiencing ‘the railway 

journey in a disorienting manner … trees and cuttings often presented a dizzying 

view outside.’125 Journeys of travel by rail were depicted as being devoid of the 

opportunity for picturesque narrative of the passing surroundings and weather 

conditions, as experienced atop a coach. Travelling atop the coach provides 

Dorothy with evident feelings of a coherent sense of self in the passing landscape, 

a oneness with the natural world, with no distractions but to immerse herself in all 

she sees.  

     Dorothy’s viewpoint from atop the coach, and the emotions that this evoked 

within herself, takes priority in the letter as she only makes brief references to 

some of her fellow travel companions. When the coach stopped at Leicester for 

the night, she writes that in the morning ‘I took my breakfast with a gentleman who 

was going on to Stamford … he was very civil’ and when they arrived at Stamford: 

‘I shared my sandwiches with a young woman who was my companion on the 

outside.’126 At Huntingdon there were six passengers inside the coach including 

‘one young lady with a bunch of honeysuckles.’127 At least three women were 

travelling on the coach and Dorothy was obviously quite happy to sit and take 

refreshment with a gentleman new to her acquaintance. Women were already 

confident coach travellers before the nineteenth century. Yoojung Choi explores 

‘the effects of women’s increased mobility with the expansion of stagecoach 

services’ from a travelogue that was written by Delarivier Manley in 1696 and 
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although originally entitled Letters Written by Mrs Manley it was later released 

under a new title of A Stage-Coach Journey to Exeter in 1725.128 She states that 

her examination of Manley’s work suggests that, ‘the stagecoach was a female 

friendly mode of transportation’ where ‘women of various social status … could 

travel alone since the stagecoach offered a safe, convenient reasonably priced 

vehicle for a single female traveler.’129 Although this is a reference to a much 

earlier period of travel, it is significant due to the fact, that even in the early 

eighteenth century, women felt comfortable and safe travelling by coach. It 

appears that Dorothy had no concerns about the close proximity of male 

passengers and happily engaged in conversation with both genders. Women 

travelled on the coaches frequently, interacting with both male and female 

passengers. 

     Concurring with Sweet (previously cited), Choi states that ‘improved 

stagecoach service [in the eighteenth century] played an important role in the rise 

of the domestic tour, allowing single women to seek self-education and 

independence.’130 This new found freedom for women ‘provoked widespread 

debates about female mobility, freedom and virtue.’131 Chois’s study affirms that 

the majority of pamphlets were written by men, in particular bemoaning the fact 

that wives could now ‘travel without the company of their husbands’, and spend 

money on a variety of paraphernalia.132 By the early nineteenth century women 

travellers were as much a part of the growing diversity of mobility as men, and 

accepted as such, evidence of which this study examines within literary works and 

journals. No comments are to be found of surprise or disapproval as regards 

female passengers encountered aboard the coach. With the advent of the trains, 

women, who had happily travelled by coach, became nervous of travel by rail, 

particularly travelling in separate compartments that were locked between 

stations.133 Women travellers, on board the coach, were treated with civility, and 

attention was paid to their safety and comfort as the evidence in this chapter 
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demonstrates. In contrast, Robin Barrow in his article ‘Rape on The Railway’, 

states that ‘sexual violence [in the enclosed railway carriage]  … was a fact of 

Victorian life.’134 But he also expresses the opinion that it was not just the women 

who were at risk: ‘ the railway carriage … figured in novels and news as a site of 

danger for and from female passengers’, the inference being that although women 

were in danger of physical assault, innocent men were also at risk from 

accusations of assault.135 The locking of carriage doors ensured that passengers 

could not move about whilst the train was in motion, neither, of course could they 

escape if there were an accident. Harrington describes this phenomenon as 

passengers having no choice but to ‘trust in its [railway engine] technology; it 

trapped them in noisy, unsteady, claustrophobic wooden boxes.’136 The elucidation 

that this material provides is that men and women, to a significant degree, viewed 

rail travel with a certain element of trepidation. 

     Like Dorothy Wordsworth, Miss Nellie Weeton (1776-1849) was also a prolific 

letter and journal writer who recorded, on a daily basis, the details of her life and 

the many journeys undertaken by coach for leisure and work related purposes. 

After the death of her parents she had either the option of domestic servitude with 

her brother’s family or to become a governess. She chose the latter. In August 

1823, she writes of a leisure day out travelling from Southport to Liverpool. 

Unfortunately the weather is particularly inclement. Always preferring to travel atop 

the coach she found that the ‘wind blew so furiously, no umbrella could be opened 

or carried.’137 She records how grateful she was to the coach driver who was ‘very 

attentive … and gave me a stout horse rug to cover my shoulders and another to 

cover my knees’, but despite this protection the rain drove down ‘a little crevice 

between my hood and neck … trickling in a little stream down my back.’138 When 

the coach arrives at the final stop she writes that ‘I was a woman of much greater 

weight in Liverpool than I had been at Southport.’139 Apart from deciding that she 

probably would not book a seat in advance again for a day trip, she makes no 
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complaint about the weather or having booked an outside seat, but rather records 

the anecdote with good natured lightheartedness. The information that she 

provides reflects favourably on the solicitous coachman who tried to keep her as 

comfortable as possible in unpleasant weather conditions, but also reflects her 

stoicism and the freedom that travelling atop the coach afforded. 

     Journeys atop were unpredictable as regards the weather, and yet travellers 

appeared to have accepted the conditions with little or no concern. In The Letter 

Bell, William Hazlitt observes that atop a mail coach ‘the outside passengers have 

an erect … air … it seems indifferent whether they are to encounter the summer’s 

heat or winter’s cold, since they are borne on through the air in a winged 

chariot.’140 His observation of the passengers’ embracing the weather indicates 

that the freedom of immersion with the surroundings and access to fresh air, the 

horses and the driver, and enjoyment of travel on the outside of the coach, 

outweighed any inconveniences encountered.  

     Diary and journal writers are of course ‘not representative of the entire 

population’ as they require ‘time, literacy and inclination.’141 And, as Colin Pooley 

states, the writers might only record an occurrence of a more unusual kind, rather 

than the ‘routine or everyday.’142 A coach journey was never mundane, incidents 

and passengers with whom one met would always provide anecdotal reflections 

worthy of recording. These could often be somehow unusual, special, or an 

opening for further written expansion as opposed to the mundane, familiarity of 

everyday events. Nellie’s record of her journey in the rain appears to be a 

reflective and humorous account and ‘noted in more detail’ because she ‘felt there 

was something worth recording.’143 Taking into account the absence of complaint 

about the weather, or details of how she managed to dry out, the anecdote 

regarding how wet she became and the coach driver’s concern for her became 

inclusive ingredients in her jovial sketch of events. Another journey that Nellie 

undertakes, this time for a holiday stay in London in June 1824, is described in a 

letter to her friend, Miss Braithwaite. She writes about her enjoyment of the first 
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part of her journey (atop the coach) ‘although the weather was not the brightest 

and most pleasant … many an object as I passed along, amused and interested 

me and no consideration could have induced me to travel inside the coach.’144 

George Dodd, in his book (1867) states that  ‘for the leisurely traveller the top of a 

stage-coach presented advantages for viewing scenery which constitute no part of 

railway accommodation … then there was variety on the road … but there were 

drawbacks; exposure to wet or inclement weather.’145 From Nellie’s letters and 

journals, it is significant that the opportunities for creative, hand writing from her 

position, which was mainly atop the coach, far overcame any troublesome 

weather.  

     Nellie, in her letter to Miss Braithwaite, writes that ‘Lichfield Cathedral looked 

solemn and grand, though passed hastily,’ and of the many opened bedroom 

windows that she peeks in as they pass in the early dawn.146 She so enjoys her 

journey that she writes ‘riding on a coach is very easy; I never felt tired or 

benumbed with it’, and the reason for this is because of all the sights at which to 

look at along the way.147 As the coach nears London she describes the scenes as 

‘becoming more animated, towns … more frequent, and villages … increased in 

beauty.’148 Her immersion with the surroundings viewed from atop the coach are a 

reflection of Dorothy’s enjoyment of outside travelling. Both women become part of 

their environment as they travel along, their journey taking on a greater 

significance than the destination. The smooth roads and comfort this proffered, 

when travelling, was thanks to the rethinking and rebuilding of road structures by 

men such as John McAdam, engineer and road builder, from the late eighteenth 

century onwards enabling coach travel to become swifter and safer.149 Billboards 

displaying McAdam’s name were prevalent as the coach drew into London and 

Nellie can barely contain her enthusiasm when she tells her friend: ‘Mr McAdam’s 

name was on many a board … ten thousand thanks to him, I say, for the easy ride 

 
144 Weeton, Journal, p. 276. To Miss Braithwaite, Up Holland.Dated May 31 st – June 2nd. 1824. 
145 George Dodd, Railways, Steamers and Telegraphs (London: W. R. Chambers, 1867), p. 9. 
146 Weeton, Journal, p. 277. 
147 Weeton, Journal, p. 277. 
148 Weeton, Journal, p. 277. 
149 From the late Eighteenth Century, John Loudon McAdam set about improving and building new road 
structures. His most well known book regarding further improvements of road maintenance and usage of 
toll revenue was Remarks on the Present System of Roadmaking (1816).  
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I had all the way.’150 The smooth white surfaces of the roads were the reason that 

the mail and stage coaches were so reliable, their stage stops timed to the minute, 

and travel onboard was, in the main, a comfortable experience. 

     As stated in the introduction to the chapter, this new era of coach travel with its 

discerned speedy convenience of movement around the country, opened up 

hitherto unavailable occasions for travel that included tourism, work and general 

leisure pursuits. So far the focus of this chapter has dwelt on tourism and 

recreational activities, providing affirmation of interaction between class and 

gender, knowledge shared, and, by means of a combination of authenticity and 

literary construction, reasons why the coaching era, with its diversity of thematic 

opportunities, influenced literary writers. The following section provides evidence 

that coach travel opened up prospects for a wide variety of social activity, again 

supplying confirmation and answers to the original argument of writers awareness, 

interest and informative possibilities for literary devices. 

      

Diversity of Reasons for Travel 

 

This section of the chapter commences with experiences and memories of travel 

from the viewpoint of young people. It conveys the pleasure of anecdotal recall by 

those writing about their memories of travel as a child. Childhood reminiscences 

captured in literature reveal the elements of coach travel dominant in the writer’s 

recollection of their childhood – as opposed to adult descriptions of coach travel 

thus far noted. Key differences indicate that scenery and passengers were of no 

memorable importance; it was the thrill of securing a seat near the coach driver, 

listening to his stories, learning about the horses and the anticipation of perhaps 

being allowed to hold the ribbons. Added to this was excitement, exhilaration, a 

chance to play tricks on the toll keepers, and a sense of achievement when the 

journey was concluded. The contribution to broadening the awareness of  coach 

travel is significant in terms of other avenues of literary diversity. 

     Some of the youngest members of society who had reason to travel by coach 

were school children. Boys destined for travel to boarding schools and collection 

therefrom, were put into the care of the coach driver and guard. In one of Count 
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Eduardo’s letters to his friend in France, written whilst travelling in England, he 

makes particular reference to his observations of school children travelling by 

coach: 

 

              It must be added, to the honour of the coachmen, that their 

   moral conduct and probity are put to the proof daily; children,  

   and even young girls, are confided to their care, with the  

   certain conviction that they will be carefully attended to 

   and protected: I have often been a spectator of what I assert.151  

 

Melfort’s observations regarding the school children were of great enough 

significance to include in his letter, thus providing a subjective anecdotal and 

interesting inclusion of evidence he is keen to impart. It is the testament of actually 

having witnessed the care that was taken of the children by the driver, implying 

that in France, children either did not travel by the Diligences to school or, if they 

did, were not so well attended by the drivers. 

     Memories of childhood coach travel can be found in the coaching memoirs of 

retired coach drivers such as C. T. Birch Reynardson,’152 Edward Corbett,’153 and 

Stanley Harris.’154 They all indicate that it was due to their experiences as children 

that later on in life they became coachmen themselves. Harris recalls a journey to 

school on the mail coach to Bristol when the guard ‘very kindly lent me an extra 

coat, so that I passed a very pleasant night arriving about six o’clock in the 

morning.’155 In his reflective writing, Reynardson recalls one of the many journeys 

to school on the Regent coach from Stamford. He and his two friends ‘chose to 

seat atop the coach’ despite being told by their parents to sit inside.156 One of 

them manages to sit ‘on the box with the coachman’ whilst the other two sat close 

behind.’157 Even with the warm straw from the stables wrapped around their feet ‘it 

 
151 Count Eduardo Melfort, Impressions of England (London: Richard Bentley, 1836) p. 50. 
152 C. T. Birch Reynardson, Down The Road: Reminiscences of a Gentleman Coachman, 2nd edn (London: 

Longman’s Green & Co., 1875).  
153 Edward Corbett, An Old Coachman’s Chatter, 2nd edn (London: Richard Bentley & Son, 1891). 
154 Stanley Harris, Old Coaching Days, (1882) and The Coaching Age (1885) (London: Richard Bentley, 1882 
and 1885). 
155 Harris, Old Coaching Days, p. 31. 
156 Birch Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 5. 
157 Birch Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 5. 
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was indeed misery’ but despite the cold they were kept in ‘a merry mood by the 

incidents on the road’, the driver being ‘a good natured kind … fellow.’158 Corbett 

recalls similar memories, in An Old Coachman’s Chatter, of a time when the coach 

for school was ‘filled … inside and out’, boys preferring to be atop, especially on 

the box seat next to the driver, as it was ‘the most coveted position’; even 

commenting on their cold feet which didn’t bother them as ‘coach travellers 

expected it.’159 Sitting on the outside of a mail coach travelling at night gave the 

boys the chance to call out “Fire” or “Murder” when they arrived at the Turnpike 

gates.160 Mail coaches did not pay toll fees and drivers expected the turnpike 

keeper to have the gates open ready, day or night, when they heard the sound of 

the guard’s horn heralding the approach of the coach. Often the sleepy keeper 

would appear in his nightshirt and cap to open the gate, this gave the boys the 

ideal opportunity for a bit of fun to rouse the keeper by frightening him. Memories 

of the coach drivers’ journeys, as children, all reflect the same central facets 

memorable to a child; that of excitement, hero-worship of the drivers, fortitude and 

a chance for some fun. [Pea shooting is also mentioned in contemporary sources 

as part of the boisterous activities the boys had atop the coach]. 

     Author William Makepeace Thackeray reflects about his own younger days as 

a schoolboy in the ‘Roundabout Papers’. He asks the question ‘where have all the 

coaches gone?’ … and where the youth that climbed inside and out of them; that 

heard the merry horn … as the coach sped on the journey to school and 

London.’161 This rhetorical trip down memory lane of the school boy and coach 

provides a metaphoric response to his lost youth as he narrates his feelings to his 

young readers. Unlike the writings of the coach drivers, Thackeray’s – a traveller 

by coach in later years, yet not a driver – recall is one of nostalgia, wrapping his 

memories in a cosy glow of pure enjoyment. The coach drivers on the other hand 

do not include nostalgia, per say, in their recall, instead they write of their 

experiences in a more realistic tone. Their interests lay in learning from the drivers’ 
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about horses and coaching – partly to convey why they eventually became 

coachmen themselves.  

     Thomas Hughes captures his recollections of school days and coach travel with 

great clarity and detail in his novel Tom Brown’s School Days (1857). The semi-

autobiographical fictional narrative is delivered through Tom, the main character, 

capturing Hughes’s own childhood memories of travel by coach to school in Rugby 

(1834-1840). Tom commences his journey from The Peacock Inn in London. Tom 

remembers the coldness of his feet, ‘then you knew what cold was … for not a bit 

of feeling had you in them after the first half hour’, but despite this ‘there was the 

consciousness of standing out against something and not giving in.’162 Just as 

Corbett and Reynardson have included mention of cold feet, Hughes’s 

recollections appear to remind him of a sense of heroism and achievement that he 

had felt in his youth – endurance whatever the weather. Tom relates his delights 

as being ‘the music of the rattling harness … the ring of the horses’ feet on the 

hard road, … the two bright lamps, … hoar frost over the leaders’ ears and the 

cheery toot of the guard’s horn.’163 The introduction of this novel and stage-coach 

chapter are clearly written with a considerable amount of genuine, not sugar-

coated, nostalgia. He comments that the journey he describes became the most 

eminent day for him and he ‘didn’t alter his opinion for many a long year’, and that 

he probably never would.164 The journey was clearly so imprinted in his memory 

that he is able to reconstruct it in his novel as a musical literary device.  

     Dickens also chooses to use the narrative device of a journey undertaken by 

schoolboys, in his novel Nicholas Nickelby. He describes the boys’ journey to 

Dotheboys Hall along the Great North road on a snowy, cold, winter’s night. With 

hardly any nourishment to sustain them, the boys are loaded atop the coach. 

Nicholas is told to make sure none fall off as ‘there’s twenty pound a year gone.’165 

Dickens wrote Nicholas Nickelby with the intention of highlighting the appalling 

conditions in some of the Yorkshire schools. The coach journey becomes the 

perfect allegory for the establishment of inhumane treatment of the boys. In the 

novel, Dickens contrives to contrast the boys’ journey with that of the excitement 
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and joy usually experienced by school-boys atop a coach. These fictional children 

have been abandoned to their fate, with no care or concern – indicating a parental 

or guardian issue which is in stark contrast when compared with the memoirs of 

Reynardson, Corbett and Harris, and the novel by Hughes. 

      Nellie Weeton frequently travelled with the children in her care to and from 

school in Huddersfield from their home in Manchester. To her friend, Betty, she 

writes of the coach journey that she has taken from Liverpool to Manchester in 

order to take up her post as being ‘… a very pleasant ride … for I soon got the 

seat by the coachman, who was very civil and communicative and described every 

object or place worth notice.’166 Even though her journey was for work, she was 

still able to enjoy the scenery from a tourist aspect with the informative ‘tourist 

guide’ – the coach driver. Regarding one of the journeys she took to collect the 

children, she writes of ‘some young ladies, returning from school’, who ‘were in the 

coach with us, and seemed much pleased with my little, chattering companions, … 

asking what school they went to.’167 In her letter to Betty, Nellie’s account of taking 

the children to school is evidence that children were often taken to school on a 

coach accompanied by an adult and not always put into the care of the driver. 

These collective literary views of accounts of travel by children, written by adults, 

is indicative of the inclusion of all ages travelling aboard the coaches and the 

subjective differences between experiences recalled. The rest of this chapter 

returns to examination of adult travel experiences and their reasons for travel. 

      Nellie Weeton and Dorothy Wordsworth were not the only women that 

recounted their travel experiences as expressed earlier. Amelia Opie extols the 

pleasure she was afforded when having the opportunity to travel by stage coach: 

‘O! What a pleasure I should lose were … I to forsake stages!. I find egotism the 

prevailing characteristic of my fellow-travellers.’168 She narrates an example to her 

friend, Mrs Taylor. On a journey to Deptford ‘a fine jolly florid young 

countrywoman, a great deal fatter than I’, told a gentleman sitting opposite her in 

the coach that she had been the victim of illness and her friends who had not seen 

her for two years ‘would be qu ite shocked’ as the last time they saw her ‘she was 
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quite jolly and healthy looking.’169 Opie remarks that ‘her Deptford friends must be 

droll persons … I protest she might have played the goddess of health.’170 Opie 

enjoyed her travel experiences for the amusement it gave her to observe the 

passengers and listen to their conversations. Her reasons for travel were similar to 

those of Edgeworth, both finding enjoyment and amusement by way of the mixture 

of persons onboard with the added advantage of an amusing anecdote to recount 

in one of her letters. 

      Although Nellie Weeton enjoyed walking, it is depiction of her journeys by 

coach that take up the bulk of her journal. A coach journey, with its variety of 

scenery and passengers, provided virtual essays for her journal – also in her 

letters. One such journey, deemed of particular importance, is taken in July 1824 

from London to Liverpool. She is returning back to her home in Liverpool after a 

work related stay in London. The day starts well with ‘the passengers … few and 

well behaved, the morning as lovely as it could be, and the whole day’s ride most 

delightful.’171 In Birmingham ‘6 Irishmen of the lowest description’ boarded 

destroying the enjoyment of the rest of the journey due to ‘their selfish rudeness’ , 

one of whom deliberately ‘usurped’ her seat.172 The guard wanted to intervene for 

her but Nellie did not want to make a fuss. Nellie endured the head of one of them 

constantly laying against her shoulder. One of the other female passengers told 

Nellie that she also ‘had passed a dreadful night, an Irish pig driver on each side of 

her, and another in front, snoring and resting their heads against her.’173 The entry 

in her journal is of particular interest, not only does it provide information about a 

particular class of traveller, but she also comments on the generally unfavourable 

attitude of people with regard to the Irish and voices a political stance. She counts 

herself as one of the few who did not indulge ‘in that general prejudice which the 

majority of the English have against the Irish’, moreover she felt ‘a great deal of 

pity for them as an oppressed and neglected people.’174 Nellie blames the English 

land-owners (often absentees) as responsible for the ‘violence of their tempers’, 
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poor general conduct and ‘want of education.’175 Her political remedy is that the 

Government should take greater responsibility for the situation by holding ‘the seat 

of Government 4 months in the year’ in Ireland which ‘would effect a wonderful 

change in that country, and be no injury to our own.’176 It is the women that Nellie 

is most concerned about as ‘the women in Ireland must have a dreadful time with 

such fellows.’177 Nellie indicates that she has no knowledge that this is the case, 

she is surmising that it is, but her concern for the Irish women is in contrast to her 

experience of Irish men. Her journal record is a diversity of opinions upon 

nationality, concerns about womanhood, socialisation with those of a distinctly 

different class – particularly in relation to comfort and space – and security 

concerns of the guard who was prepared to intervene for her protection. Her 

writing implies that she did not consider that the men should not be allowed to 

board the coach just that she felt only discomfort because of their behaviour, not 

concerns for her safety, as she still travelled frequently after this journal entry. The 

account also indicates that she is a well read woman – interested in the politics of 

the country. Her journeys by coach would have contributed to her informative 

position as regards affairs of state and the divergence of members of society. 

     Another governess, a Yorkshire woman named Agnes Porter (1752-1814) also 

travelled frequently by coach, recounting her journeys in either letters or journals. 

Her prolific mobility – visiting family in Salisbury and Swindon, working in London, 

and visits to York, Edinburgh, Bristol and Wales – exposed her to innumerable 

encounters with a large variance of society. Her journey with an Irish passenger in 

1803 is very different from that experienced by Nellie. Travelling from Swindon to 

Bristol, her companions on board included ‘a merry looking woman’ and ‘an Irish 

gentleman.’178 The woman asked the Irishman ‘if he lived in the woods’ to which 

he replied: “the truth is that we do live in the woods, but when we are caught they 

make us live in houses”, … ‘I was much entertained with the Irishman’s 

humour.’179 The irony of the situation reflects the general misunderstanding with 

regard to the Irish community. Nellie travelled with some of the Irish working class 

 
175 Weeton, Journal, p. 317. 
176 Weeton, Journal, p. 317. 
177 Weeton, Journal, p. 316. 
178 Agnes Porter, A Governess in the Age of Jane Austen: The Journal and Letters of Agnes Porter, ed. by 
Joanna Martin (London: The Hambledon Press, 1998) Journal entry dated 13 th April, 1803, p. 224. 
179 Porter, A Governess in the Age of Jane Austen, Journal entry dated 13th April, 1803, p. 224. 



57 
 

whereas Agnes travelled with an Irishman, who undoubtably was a member of the 

middling class. He behaved like a gentleman even though the woman’s question, 

ignorantly asked, could have been taken as extremely offensive. His reply 

indicates that he was accustomed to this type of bigotry towards Irish nationals. 

     On other journeys, Agnes’s travelling companions included, ‘a lethargic old 

gentleman, an insane young one, a fine lady, a pretty country girl, a young lawyer’  

[who entertained the passengers with a ghost story] ‘a poor country girl’, a 

gentleman [looking for work as a butler], a banker, an officer [returning from the 

Indies], and a clergyman from Kent.180 She writes, often in detail, of the enjoyable  

conversations that she had at stage stops with the various passengers. She 

swapped addresses with one young lady who was travelling to London to visit her 

brother and had a romantic encounter with a gentleman from Neath who gave her 

his name and address. The dates of the entries in her journal range from 1784 – 

1805, a time before the heyday of coaching in the 1820s and 30s. Journeys would 

have been a little longer at that time as the lighter coaches and better road 

surfaces were still in their infancy. Greater time spent on board or at stage stops 

would have allowed the passengers to get to know each other as well as they 

would have wanted. Her entries also display the diversity of members of society 

with which she travelled. 

     It has been established that females travelled safely by coach , as the coach 

driver and guard would always be in close proximity for assistance if required. In 

1838 Mrs John Farrar writes that despite the fact that ‘public conveyances are 

used by persons of every description and condition, it very rarely happens that 

anything unpleasant occurs, whilst the spirit of mutual accommodation, that is 

generally observed is admirable.’181 It was only later, when women travelled by rail 

in the segregated first and second class carriages, that concerns were raised 

about their safety lest they be locked in a compartment with only one other 

traveller – a man.182 In her instruction book of 1838, Mrs Farrar offers advice to 

 
180 Porter, A Governess, Letters, pp. 112, 127, 151, 225, 261. 
181 Mrs John Farrar, The Young Lady’s Friend: A Manuel of Practical Advice and Instruction to Young Females 
(Boston: American Stationers Co.,1838), p. 402. 
182 Locking the doors of railway carriages between stations was common practice for virtually the majority 

of the nineteenth century and sometimes still into the 1920s-30s. It was a matter of concern and heated 
discussions and numerous contemporary accounts of these can be found in contemporary newspapers and 
journals. https://www.britishnewspaperachive.co.uk.  

https://www.britishnewspaperachive.co.uk/


58 
 

young women when travelling. Never complain about another passenger boarding, 

even if you would rather have the space! And if a mum and baby get on you 

should be helpful by ‘a kind word or by giving the child something new to play 

with.’183 Mrs Farrar provides information on the amount and type of luggage 

required for travel. Her advice on clothing is to wear a plain  dress as it will look 

nice for longer and ‘a neat plain cap that you will look decent in when you take 

your bonnet off’, as the wearing of a bonnet on a long journey was not to be 

encouraged.184 Her advice is purely on appearance, comfort, acceptance of other 

passengers on board and civility to all. The existence of any potential dangers are 

dismissed and no mention is made regarding weather conditions, or apparel, if 

sitting atop the coach. Her advice appears to be directed toward educated middle 

class young ladies travelling inside the coach. As gentlemen passengers are not 

mentioned it can be argued that confined gender inclusion was perfectly 

respectable and acceptable for ladies travelling; except if he was smoking – 

viewed by many as an unpleasant intrusion.  

     Among frequent travellers on the coaches were bagmen or travelling salesmen. 

After he had retired, one such gentleman, a Mr Cahill, recorded some of his 

experiences in a book written in 1892. It was his custom to write to his customers 

on the coaching route, telling them that he would ‘be on the coach, passing 

through on a certain day … thus I often got big orders sometimes without even 

needing to get down from the coach.’185 His favourite journey on the coach ‘was 

from Plymouth to Falmouth’ with a ‘thorough -bred team of horses’, and a ride ‘on 

the box seat alongside Mason, one of the best whips on the road’, [coach drivers 

were well known to regular passengers] whose exploits were ‘only equalled by his 

 
When writing a letter to Mrs Bray (12 th January, 1852), George Eliot remarks on her misgivings when 
travelling from London to Coventry; ‘when I saw a coated animal getting into my carriage, I thought of all 
horrible stories of madmen in railways’. The man turns out to be a ‘tame brute’ a clergy man. George Eliot’s 
Life as related in her Letters and Journals, ed. by J. W. Cross (Edinburgh/London: William Blackwood & Son, 

1885) Volume 1, p. 267. 
182 Farrar, The Young Lady’s Friend, p. 401. 
183 Farrar, The Young Lady’s Friend, p. 405. 

184 Charles Cahill, Anecdotes and Reminiscences of The Road in the Coach Days (London: Stead & Lashmar, 
1892) p. 33. 
185 Cahill, Anecdotes and Reminiscences, p. 54. 
 

 
 
 



59 
 

fund of wit and humour.’186 Cahill, makes no reference to the passengers he 

encounters or of the scenes he passes by; his anecdotal book, concentrates on 

incidents on the road and his clientele. The information obtainable from his book 

demonstrates the ease with which merchants and bagmen traversed the country, 

thus expanding their economic potential. It also describes the social side of his 

situation regarding his customers. 

      

     Journal articles are some of the most informative pieces of literature in terms of 

describing passenger class and gender, exchanges of banter and conversation, 

and the pleasures and miseries of coach travel. One such article is ‘A Day in The 

Stage Coach’ (1832) published in the literary magazine The Athenaeum. The 

writer commences his travelogue from ‘The Eagle and Child’ in Oxford. The scene 

is set by way of a cacophony of a variety of sounds and sights, providing the 

starting point of the essay in the inn yard: ‘a place where stage-coach travellers 

congregate’ where it ‘is all life, noise and bustle; … porters … coachmen and 

guards … luggage of all denominations, trunks, bags, boxes, hampers, bundles 

and baskets.’187 The assortment of luggage and their loading from one place to 

another are metaphors representing controversial opinions and concerns about 

the recently passed Reform Act in June 1832. The writer describes them as being 

‘like men’s minds in the present era, in a state of transition.’188 He contrasts the 

importance of the national Reform Act with greater local issues expressed in 

conversation on the coach. 

     This meeting with various people and hearing their views, is the greatest 

pleasure he derives from his journeys. ‘I like stage-coaches and character’ and ‘if 

you change your passengers often … you may pick up the history of half a county, 

or … become acquainted with its opinions.’189 He particularly likes ‘homely 

respectable passengers’ such as farmers’ wives who are travelling to visit “my 

daughter as is just married” or “my two grandsons as has got the measles” and 

inform you as ‘to the management of a dairy farm.’190 Also, there is the discovery 
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of ‘how parties stand, — not on the Reform question’ but whether or not widow 

Mrs Smith will marry Mr James Brown, ‘a thriving master.’191 Instead of discussing 

the workings of Government ‘you will learn what kind of sermons the curate 

preaches’, find out ‘why Mr Hopkins did not get the grammar school’, learn the 

situation concerning ‘cheap prints and gingham’, hear from a ‘flannel 

manufacturer’ and when he leaves the coach find that you now have ‘an interest in 

the wool trade of which you had no previous knowledge.’192  

    The article is a testament to the deliverance of detail, regarding the microcosm 

of everyday life, that writers imparted through travel by coach. Although the 

coaches traversed Britain on a national basis, local issues still prevailed rather 

than major governmental policies. If you wanted to find out what were the 

concerns and principles of the general populace, then the mode of coach travel 

was imperative. These opportunities – the mixing of folk from all walks of life in 

such close proximity were of a unique nature in early nineteenth-century Britain. 

Individuals had occasions to engage with every level of society where agreeable 

conversation and common interests could be discovered. Confinement in a limited 

space with all manner of people led to a temporary merging of class and gender – 

capturing the social doctrine of the era. Thomas Croal, in his book on travel, 

writes: 

 

    Numerous writers have left us evidence how largely the stagecoach  

    proved a theatre upon which human nature exhibited itself in  

    various aspects for the study of individual or nations character.193 

 

Croal, quotes from Par D. Ramee’s book La Locomotion: Charrs, Carosses, 

Omnibus and Voitures de Tous Genres (1856) that ‘the conversations of the 

different classes of passengers was almost always diverting’ and from another 

essayist writing in The World, No. 48, that if the weather was bad he would take a 

place ‘in that social and communicative vehicle called a stage coach.’194 When 

confined for a length of time with other people, which a coach journey 
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necessitated, the proximity of fellow companions led to a merging of opinions and 

conversations enabling literary writers, such as Edgeworth, to capture the social 

dogma of this period of time. Their writings provide evidence of class and social 

interaction aboard the coach. One such writer, William Hazlitt, was of the opinion 

that ‘you will hear more good things on the outside of a stage-coach from London 

to Oxford than if you were to pass a twelve month with the undergraduates or 

heads of colleges of that famous university’, suggesting that coach travel provided 

the right circumstances in which one could mingle and freely converse with people 

from a variety of backgrounds, affording openings for expanding one’s knowledge 

relating to the lives of people of all classes.195 It is the minutiae of everyday 

existence, its concerns and pleasures, that Hazlitt finds more conducive to 

learning than the limited subjects available at that time in a University (such as the 

Classics and Latin) and, then, only available to the upper class or those that could 

afford to attend a University.  

     In a newspaper article entitled ‘Stage Coach Travelling’ (1829) the writer offers 

advice to those unused to travelling by coach. Enter the coach in a good humour 

and you will find that ‘it often happens that in a stage coach a man gleans 

information which he could never have derived from books’ and a passenger 

meets a variety of characters ‘which could never have presented themselves 

within his ordinary sphere of observation.’196 The hitherto hidden knowledge 

derived from conversations on the coach provided ‘fresh trains of thought … the 

most valuable knowledge communicated’ and ‘beneficial influences exerted on the 

heart.’197 He quotes from  Sir Walter Scott stating that ‘his proficiency in 

understanding the science of human nature’ was due to ‘the opportunities of 

miscellaneous instruction afforded by coach travelling.’198 Whether or not this 

particular statement is correct is not known, but there is evidence to suggest that 

Scott did, indeed, learn much of value during his travels which he was able to 

incorporate in his novels. In a letter written to his wife Mimi Scott (1807) Scott tells 
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her that on his journey from London sitting atop the coach ‘an old girl gave us the 

history of her husband’s and her … apprentices …  success in the tallow chandling 

line’, and of the ‘monster of blubber’ who boasted that ‘the peas in his garden were 

at least two inches higher than any we saw on the road.’199 His reflections on the 

journey are related to Mimi: 

               

   I thought to myself that my society was strangely varied within  

   a few hours, but what a convenient country it is where one may  

   dine with the Pss [Prince] of Wales, sup with the prime ministers 

   lady and ride upon the outside of a stage [coach] … with a Tallow 

   chandler without anybody caring a farthing about the matter!200 

 

Scott defines travel on coaches, where, quite literally, a judge could be sat next to 

a maid, or a pig farmer next to a governess, as a levelling of society where class 

and gender came together on the same terms without anybody questioning the 

propriety of the situation. One of Scott’s novels in which the stage coach provides 

the basis of the plot is The Antiquary published in 1816. The two main 

protagonists, elderly Mr Oldbuck, an antiquarian, and young mysterious Mr Lovell, 

become unlikely friends whilst travelling together on a stage coach; dining together 

and keeping in touch at the end of their journey. Scott incorporates the mode of 

coach travel and accompanying incidents in order that the readers can get to know 

the characters as they get to know each other.  

     This structure of social intermingling ensured that knowledge and interaction 

between classes and gender formed the basis of a growing understanding and 

coherency in social awareness. De Sapio describes it as ‘the tendency for 

passengers to relate information about the countryside or journey and the similar 

tendency for passengers to form a temporary collective.’201 This ‘length of time to 

survey a particular site, or partake in the luxury of a stop at a coaching inn after 

each day were lost as railway travel imposed its own hardships’, and De Sapio 

also states that ‘rail passengers were no longer confined for extended periods of 

 
199 Sir Walter Scott, The Letters of Sir Walter Scott, ed. by Sir Herbert Grierson (London: Constable & Co., 
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200 Scott, The Letters of Sir Walter Scott, p. 113-114. 
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time in a slow going machine.’202 The reality was, of course, that passengers 

travelling by coach did not consider it ‘a slow going machine’. Those travelling by 

coach viewed it as a fast form of mobility, as rail travel had not yet been 

experienced. It is precisely the point that passengers on board the coach would 

have spent a considerable amount of time together, stopping at inns, exchanging 

of passengers at the stopping stages – which enabled a variety of personalities 

and points of view to be voiced before the segregation of social classes that came 

about with rail travel. Without interaction, those travelling by rail in first class had 

no idea of the characters or opinions of those, for example, in third and fourth 

class. Consequently early rail travel ceased to produce the usual plethora of 

literary writings, another reason why writers, for example, George Eliot and 

Charles Dickens chose to set their stories in the coaching era, due to the variance 

of writing opportunities it availed. Evidence from contemporary opinions regarding 

the speed of rail travel demonstrates the diminution of opportunities presented to 

the traveller to enjoy his surroundings. 

     In contrast to a journey undertaken during daylight hours, a magazine article 

entitled ‘The Night Coach’ describes a typical, but not specific, journey on one of 

the nightly mail coaches. Written for the Tory published Blackwood’s Edinburgh 

Magazine, the author includes names of well known individuals, metaphorical 

descriptions, simile, humour and allegories – usually written in italics. Weather is 

often the first topic of conversation amongst the passengers, such as ‘devilish 

sharp evening’ and the likelihood of ‘a severe winter’, which produces the first of 

many analogies or metaphors, such as inference to cold ‘as if a chemist has 

begun to mingle the ingredients of a freezing mixture.’203 The initial cheerful 

passengers position themselves so that ‘one dovetails his knees between those of 

his opposite fellow-traveller’, producing imagery of nicely carpentered drawers in a 

dresser.204 The writer’s attention then moves towards describing members of 

society who would travel by coach. These include military gentlemen, sailors, 

clergy, farmers  and lawyers – ‘who are afraid of being mistaken for attorneys, 

who, they know are constantly pecked at … like a hawk among singing birds.’205 

 
202 De Sapio, ‘Transient Communities’, p. 212. 
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Attorneys were generally mistrusted, being considered as easily corruptible, hence 

a metaphorical comparison of them to birds of prey. After a variety of rather 

extensive descriptive  wanderings of metaphors and aphorisms, the coach 

eventually arrives at its destination where ‘for a moment no one rises; they are so 

closely fixed into each other they could only be raised in a mass.’206 When the 

insiders do manage to alight ‘they creep about as tenderly on their feet as if they 

were their neighbours’, which apart from its humorous inference endorses why so 

many travellers preferred to travel atop, rather than inside, the coach.207 To 

deconstruct the article with its reference to well known people such as William 

Hogarth, Dr Johnson, Captain Parry (Artic Explorer), Joanna Southcote ( Religious 

Prophetess), Jonathen Swift, and various foreign generals, presents confusion. 

Although, writing for a Tory publication, there are no particular political  points 

addressed, apart from the controversial issue of the price of corn ‘when a farmer is 

prudent on the subject of crops.’208 The fictional coach journey is purely an 

exercise in literary essay writing. It is a plethora of rhetorical, ambiguous and 

metaphorical comparisons, endorsing the argument that the variety of characters 

aboard a coach provided the perfect setting for an array of literary works.  

 

Conclusion 

     

Examination of the texts, in this chapter, regarding the diversity of those that 

travelled by coach, and their reasons for doing so, provides not only a window into 

the authenticity of life and travel in early nineteenth-century Britain but an 

appreciation of the role coaching played in the dissemination of the population. 

Coaching is rarely given more than a cursory mention (if that) in the many 

thousands of books and articles written about the railways. Rail travel has 

generally been viewed as the beginnings of the era for passenger travel with little 

or no acknowledgement as to the role the coaches had played in the movement of 

mail, goods and passengers, at speeds hitherto unknown.  

     The beginnings of the tourist industry can be dated back to the coaches, as 

books such as Guide to Watering Places and comprehensive gazetteers provided 
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all the information required for a day tripper or tourist. Trade Directories listed all 

the mail and stage coaches, the booking offices and times and inns of departure. 

Advertisements appeared daily in the newspapers providing information on all the 

different coaches available for travel, and posters were prominently displayed.  

     Kirsty McHugh attempts to address ‘a gap in travel writing scholarship between 

studies of eighteenth century Grand Tourists and of Victorian day trippers.’209 Her 

chosen time frame is 1796-1811 which reveals a further gap in knowledge from 

1811 until the start of Victorian England in 1837. Her article provides descriptive 

information of places visited and scenery passed but contains no information with 

regard to the mode of travel. This chapter has imparted evidence from a variety of 

literary sources, proving that tourism was not a Victorian invention alongside the 

railways, but was already well established due to coach travel. McHugh’s states 

that ‘travel … was still restricted to the elites until the Victorian period,’ which is a 

misnomer, as has been demonstrated.210 

     The greatest legacy of the coaching era was the breaking down of barriers 

between social classes and gender. Sailors, soldiers, lawyers, bagman, tourists, 

day trippers, reporters, governesses, merchants, children, maids, farmers, clergy, 

labourers – and more – mixed and travelled together without prejudice. British 

writer Leigh Hunt enjoyed travel by coach because ‘its passengers are so mixed, 

so often varied … so willing to pass a short time pleasantly.’ 211 Charles Apperley [ 

pseudonym Nimrod] stated that coach travel could be undertaken ‘by all classes of 

the community.’212 Through conversation, in the confined space, they learned 

about the lives of other members of society, all of which contributed to a cohesive 

inclusion. Men and women could respectably mingle and travel together, whether 

for leisure or other reasons, and there are numerous accounts and even verses 

written about love matches evolving from a meeting on a coach.213 

     Rail travel became impersonal. Society reverted to a segregation of classes 

with 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th class travel. Women could no longer travel with ease in the 
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66 
 

company of men as the care and protection of the coach driver and guard were 

gone. Within the works of literary material, it has been argued that the coaching 

era displays evidence of travel activity on a large scale. For authors the inclusive 

merging of class, gender and travel, constructed a popular medium in prose and 

poetry, contributing details of the realities of early nineteenth-century Britain 

beyond the boundaries of historical knowledge of the coaching era.  

     As a few of the examples cited exhibit, humour was undoubtably one of the 

contributing themes in coaching related literature. The mode of humour supplied 

possibilities for satirising events and characters encountered whilst travelling 

aboard the coach which in turn renders the means for the communication of social 

criticism under the guise of light-hearted, entertaining reading. It is the theme of 

coaching and humour that is analysed in the next chapter, ‘The Humour of Coach 

Travel: The Coach and Satirical Representation.’ 
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The Humour of Coach Travel: The Coach and Satirical Representation  

 

The White-Horse Cellar is in sight, And there we meet 

the Mails; They put us in, and ram us tight, Legs, bodies, 

heads, and tails. 

Of passengers we carry four, Beside a child on knee;  

one woman weigh’d about twelve score, So judge how 

blest were we.214 

 

(Extract from ‘The Mail Coach’, a poem written in 1793) 

 

Humour portraying the many facets that presented themselves when travelling by 

coach are apparent in ballads, essays, letters, diaries and fiction. This chapter 

examines the ways in which nineteenth-century writers employed coaching, in 

various guises of humour, in order to inform or address perceived social and 

cultural issues. These concerns included perturbations on matters such as legal 

frameworks, marital disharmony, methodism/evangelism, social inequality, rapid 

advances in the application of machinery, fears of loss of employment and the 

destruction of a secure established way of life. They will be shown to be located 

within coaching related humour in order to address serious or prevalent elements 

of disquiet in nineteenth-century Britain. The genre of humour, combined with the 

coaching motif, enabled the construction of details associated with conditions 

inside and outside the coach, passenger experiences, and incidents along the 

way.  

     Amusing dialogue and narrative demonstrated in literature supplies a pertinent 

porthole into the realities of life; interrelationships between classes and cultural 

ideological sentiments in Britain. Travel by coach, in terms of all those associated 

with the industry and its social diversity, rendered freedom of occasions to voice all 

manner of observational community discourse by virtue of humour, satire and 

parody. Everyday experiences associated with coaching – spatial awareness, the 

encompassing of all social classes, gender, adults, youths, children, weather, 
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leisure, work, smells, baggage, and activity at stage stops and inns – could be 

actively satirised and rigorously analysed through farcical jollity. By means of 

caricature descriptions and metaphors a wordsmith could allude to the follies and 

vices of society in nineteenth-century Britain thus providing a contemporary insight 

into a period of industrialisation, urban growth, rural displacement and misgivings 

with regard to the sudden shift in traditional processes of daily life.  

 

Humour 

   

In the early eighteenth century (1712) Joseph Addison wrote that ‘man is 

distinguished from all other creatures by the faculty of laughter. He has a heart 

capable of mirth, and naturally disposed to it.’215 Humans possess the emotional 

ability to respond to jocular stimulus. The word humour serves as a description of 

amusing, comic, satirical, a state of mind or mood, in rhetoric or literature. Jan 

Bremmer and Herman Roodenburg state that humour can be viewed the same as 

‘any message transmitted in action, speech, writing, image or music – intended to 

produce a smile or laugh’ depended on what humour, in which way to whom, 

where and when?’216 In other words there are many ways of trying to pin down a 

definitive analysis of humour. Their questioning of humour indicate that it all 

depends on who is attempting to deliver humour, their reasons for doing so and 

the audience to whom it is addressed. Bremmer and Roodenburg argue that 

despite the efforts of ‘psychologists, philosophers, sociologists and anthropologists 

… to find an all-encompassing theory of humour and laughter’ they all make the 

‘mistake’ that ‘there exists something like an ‘ontology of humour.’217 It is hard to 

disagree with their argument when humour can be seen to inhabit any form of 

deliverance in any category of company. One person’s amusement may not be 

another’s and humour from a different era may not appeal to a current generation, 

particularly without knowledge of the era or context to which it relates. 

 

Humour in the Early Nineteenth Century  
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The nineteenth century witnessed a cornucopia of rapid changes in both the way 

people lived and worked. The employment of humour is a mode oft utilised as a 

means of elucidating reactions; shedding light on or clarifying an understanding of 

a fast moving, continually changing way of life. It can then be argued that humour 

can be incorporated into works for a plethora of reasons such as a means of 

dispensing social comment through comic observational discourse as proven in 

this chapter. William Hazlitt, in his book Lectures on the English Comic Writers 

(1819) describes humour as ‘an imitation of the natural or acquired absurdities of 

mankind,’ whereas ‘wit is the illumination and heightening the sense of that 

absurdity.’218 His portrayal of humour relates to occurrences in every-day life 

amidst embellishments of witty elucidation – information imparted in an alternative, 

provocative vein. Matthew Ward describes public opinion of humour ‘during the 

first half of the nineteenth century’ as being eager ‘to elevate humour above wit.’219 

His argument is that wit had come to represent an overdone acerbic quality unlike 

the gentler more sympathetic aspects of humour.220 Similarly Lara Varghese and 

Algy Idiculla describe humour of this era as being creative and innovative.221 As 

the nineteenth century progressed, writers began to deliver comment on 

individuals and social conditions through productive, informed, sometimes 

paraphrased humour that still established a point of view without the virulence of 

earlier radicalism.  

     Ward’s view of humour can be found within the literary works of numerous 

writers of this era, for example, Thomas Hood, author of The Comic Annual, 

published annually from 1830-1842, and the shorter lived Hood’s Magazine and 

Comic Miscellany (1844-45), Pierce Egan’s comical monthly, Life in London 

(1821), Charles Molloy Westmacott’s Points of Misery (1823), and Charles 

Dickens’s vast literary output. These authors delivered just some of the comic 

observations of life throughout this period depicting distinct variability in their 

approach to humorous commentary. Roger B. Henkle states that the nineteenth 

century proved to be ‘one of the most fertile periods of comic literature … it was 
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the milieu in which the tone ranged from radical cynicism to indulgent humour,’ 

prevalent, in particular, during the first half of the centu ry.222 Two main identifiable 

types of humour are Horatian and Juvenilia.223 Hood’s work can be defined as 

broadly Horatian as it was deemed to be both witty and amusing, causing little 

offence, yet still expressive of the attributes and foibles of life during the period in 

which he was writing.224 Egan, substantially a sports writer, provided numerous 

amusing incidents and scenarios in Life in London, through the characters Tom 

and Jerry, often involving a coach. They are ostentatiously good natured, with 

witticisms, rather than the Juvenalian satire of social comment by writers such as 

Charles Molloy Westmacott, publisher, writer, and notorious blackmailer of the 

early nineteenth century.225 Dickens entertained and interacted with social 

concerns without resorting to the dogmatism of radical satire prevalent in 

Westmacott’s works, written mainly in the 1820s. Dickens, like two of his  

contemporaries, Hood and Egan, tended to favour an Horatian type of humour and 

satire but unlike either Hood or Egan he conveys very specific issues of concerns, 

such as addressing conditions in Yorkshire schools in the novel Nicholas Nickleby 

(1839). In the novel Dickens describes a coach journey undertaken in winter with 

school boys atop and Headmaster, Squeers, happily ensconced within the coach. 

Another of Dickens’s novels – The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club – 

forms the main texts examined in this chapter. It is the first novel that Dickens 

wrote and although written in 1836 the novel is set firmly within the coaching era, 

1827, displaying, by way of humour, insights in contemporary topics. 
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Charles Dickens, and Coaching Humour in The Posthumous Papers of the 

Pickwick Club 

 

Pickwick Papers, originally produced in serial form in 1836, received many positive 

reviews. A writer in The Quarterly Review remarked that there is ‘a glowing vein of 

good-humoured satire which pervades the whole.’226 Likewise The Edinburgh 

Review states that Dickens has ‘remarkable powers of observation and great skill 

in communicating what he has observed … a keen sense of the ludicrous … 

exuberant humour.’227 Pickwick Papers was ‘primarily humorous’ and is ‘full of 

commentary about British society and of social issues pertinent to nineteenth-

century England after the Industrial Revolution.’228 Within Pickwick Papers Dickens 

creates exploitative circumstances which address inherent social topics of the day. 

He achieves this by way of informative rhetoric, or literary dialogue, between his 

main characters, coach driver Tony Weller, son Sam and Mr Pickwick, which 

centres on coaching as practice and metaphor. Due to the generational gap and 

class differences [Sam and Tony are cockney working class and Mr Pickwick is 

middle class] Dickens contrives to reduce the gap between classes relative to 

social discernment and knowledge, by virtue of humour or satirical narrative.  

     Coaching plays a pivotal role in the novel as a means of describing the realities 

of life. G. K. Chesterton states that, ‘Dickens was, among other things a pure 

satirist … the essence of satire is that it perceives some absurdity inherent in the 

logic of some position and … isolates it, so that all can see it.’229 The examples 

examined in this chapter underline how Dickens achieves this by the seemingly 

random interjections with informative social material, such as vendors regularly 

seen at stage stops. On a wet day, when the coaches arrived with the horses 

steaming ‘so that the outside passengers were invisible … Newspaper sellers 

looked moist and smelt mouldy’ rain dripped off ‘the hats of the orange venders. 

The Jews with the fifty-bladed penknives shut them up in despair’ and sellers with 
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‘pocket bookies made pocket books of them.’230 Michael Cotsell describes this 

mode of writing as an analogical technique through which Tony and Sam introduce 

‘Pickwick to a whole world of extraordinary “facts” and still more extraordinary 

explanations.’231 Kathryn Chittick concurs with Cotsell, and describes these “facts” 

as gradually educating of Mr Pickwick, indicating that it is the working classes who 

are attempting to enlighten those from a different social station , satirically inverting 

class hierarchy.232  

     Within Pickwick, Dickens engages with a variety of social and political issues. 

Sally Ledger’s meticulous work identifies many of Dickens’s works as being  

influenced by the ‘popular radicalism’ of early essayists such as William Hone and 

William Cobbett, citing it as ‘a conception of the ‘People’ that embraces the lower 

and middle classes of society, and in this sense it is very much of the eighteenth 

century’, although here it finds expression in the picaresque quality of Pickwick 

Papers.233 However, contemporary reviewers, well documented by Chittick, omit 

any reference to  any form of ‘radicalism’ in Pickwick Papers which one reviewer 

described as ‘a publication distinguished by much humour rich and genuine.’234 

The reason for this, as stated by Chittick, is that Pickwick was published originally 

as a magazine in serial form: ‘Magazine articles were not, like those demanded by 

the quarterlies, [a] learned and leisurely consideration of a political or critical 

subject.’235 As Pickwick was set in 1827, and not published initially as a novel, its 

premise included elements with which Dickens sought to experiment in the context 

of his new career in writing novels. Chesterton states that Pickwick ‘was, in a 

sense a sample.’236 Henkle defines Pickwick as a mode of writing about social 

issues, not as radicalism but written in a tone that can be identified as ‘enlightened 

with outside, contextual evidence’ … ‘without “preaching” or challenging the reader 

to make a committed response.’237 
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     Dickens’s commentary focuses on contemporary individuals and 

establishments via the multifaceted probabilities that coaching presented. In an 

article published in 1870, the writer states that ‘he has taught us by his humour … 

of all the human qualities, good and evil, which make up the interest of human 

existence’, an astute observation that Dickens saw himself as a man of the people, 

voicing general concerns.238 Bert Hornback states that ‘Pickwick Papers started 

out as anything but a novel of social critique’, but then eventually ‘almost by 

accident … Dickens invented the novel of social criticism.’239 He argues that 

Dickens discovered, whilst writing the novel, ‘that the world needs changing’, 

although he was ‘a novelist, not a philosopher … more creator than analyst’, 

working with ‘his imagination, through his characters.’240 This rather broad 

reflection of Pickwick draws attention to the skill and depth of social treatise 

delivered in varying formats of humour. In Pickwick, however, Dickens’s 

imaginative use of situations linked to perceived injustices, or concerns, are 

prevalent from the first chapter of Pickwick, not, as Hornback states halfway 

through Pickwick – as explored in the next chapter ‘A Race toward Modernity: 

Coaching and Nostalgia.’241 Dickens could therefore be said to be, perhaps not the 

inventor of social criticism as suggested by Hornback, but certainly a prolific 

commentator of issues embedded within the humorous narrative and dialogue of 

Pickwick. 

     In the creation of Mr Pickwick, Dickens takes humorous advantage of the ways 

in which the newly emerging middle class adjusted to the expanding urban 

landscape, and the ability to explore and widen their horizons. Mr Pickwick 

ascertains knowledge of the realities of the world in which he lives through travel 

and the rhetoric of working class coach driver Tony and son Sam. David Parker 

states that the triggers of change brought about during the Napoleonic wars and 

the industrial revolution exposed a British middle-class that ‘were growing in size 

and self-confidence … but inevitably there was much fumbling and 
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nervousness.’242 It appears that Parker is asserting that the middle class did not 

know how to adapt to their recently growing position in society. Varghese and 

Idiculla include this point when they argue that: 

 

  A culture’s humour … provides … insight into that nation’s 

  values, perceptions … how they view others, but it also reveals  

  how they view themselves … English society, with its class 

  … provides rich opportunities for character based comedy.243 

 

In Pickwick, Dickens creates characters, situations, and chains of events regarding 

public institutions, prominent figures, and the disturbing speed of cultural change 

in early nineteenth-century Britain. In a biography following Dickens’s death in 

1870, the writer states that one of his greatest achievements in highlighting social 

ills was by way of humour ‘a great solvent of all exclusiveness and intolerance, … 

an enemy to social, to intellectual, to moral, to religious bigotry.’244 Within 

Pickwick, Dickens conveys an astute awareness of society in the nineteenth 

century. Parker states that ‘episode after episode brought contemporary readers 

face to face with the world as it was evolving around them.’245 This suggests that 

the popularity of Pickwick related to the changing, uncertain world of its readers’ 

present-day; informing, as well as entertaining, through observational humour.  

 

Coach Driver - Tony Weller 

 

In Pickwick, coach driver Tony Weller embodies a representation of one of the 

popular coach drivers of the coaching era. Contemporary accounts provide 

evidence of this such as an account by a gentleman who states that ‘our own 

favourite character in the book, which we think exhibits the author’s humorous 

faculty most forcibly are of old Weller.’246 Attending a service with a friend, in a 

cathedral in town, they behaved well ‘till some absurdity committed by the elder 
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Weller, that we had read the night before, rose up to haunt us.’247 Explaining that if 

they had been outside they would have had a good laugh ‘but cabined, cribbed, 

confined … the risibility expanded’ so they knelt, as if in prayer, holding their 

heads below the shelf which allowed them to laugh silently ‘while our tears dropt 

like rain upon the footstool.’248 Their mirth, now quite audible, resulted in two 

church warden ’s marching them down the aisle ‘with our handkerchief crammed 

nearly down our throat.’249 The fondly recollected memory is indicative of the 

humour which Dickens conveyed so aptly in the guise of a fictional coach driver. 

     A physical description of Tony is not forthcoming until chapter twenty three. 

Tony is seated, having his portrait taken in the stable yard where his coach is due 

to pull out. He presented ‘a bold and determined  outline … a round face ... 

expanded under the influence of good living … his complexion that peculiarly 

mottled combination of colours which is only to be seen in gentlemen of his 

profession and underdone roast beef.’250 The colour of the meat aptly describing 

the colour of the skin of a man who spends most of his life out on the road in all 

weather, the correlation encapsulating the diversity of typical British weather. 

Thomas Miller refers to this when he writes that a coachman’s ‘jolly red face brings 

nothing but pleasant remembrances before us’, which Dickens emphasises in 

Tony’s flamboyant, amiable, personality through the description of his colourful 

apparel.251 Tony’s clothing consisted of ‘a crimson travelling shawl … a long 

waistcoat of a broad pink-striped pattern’ and ‘a wide-skirted green coat, 

ornamented with large brass buttons … knee-cord breeches … top boots’ and 

from the waist hung a ‘copper watch chain and key.’252 In Dickens’s novel Master 

Humphrey’s Clock (1840) Tony continues to dress as a stage coachman after his 

retirement, also declaring that his grandson should be dressed in ‘a little white hat 

… sprig weskut … little knee cords … top-boots … a little green coat with … bright 

buttons and a … welwet collar.’253 Dressing the boy as a coachman would have 
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enabled Tony to continue the important imagery and role of a coachman through 

into the next generation.  

     The description and appearance of Tony resembles that of another popular 

imaginary character, that of John Bull. The simile of beef and Tony’s complexion 

evokes ‘the very name [Bull] his bovine character and his famous love of beef.’254 

Bull, a cultural icon of Britishness, personified loyalty and integrity, particularly 

during the war with France so recently ended when Dickens wrote Pickwick.255 

From Bull’s conception (1712 by John Arbuthnot), of ‘a forthright, honest, bold 

temperamental and fond of drink’ man, like a chameleon, his characteristics 

changed to conform with whatever political party or event he was reproduced to 

represent.256 Adrian Teal states that this was particularly prevalent in the 

eighteenth century as Bull ‘was appropriated by … hacks, caricaturists, satirists 

and propagandists … employed in any number of contexts to grind the axe.’257 It 

was the nineteenth century cartoonists who depicted him as a ‘genial, avuncular 

figure, who embodied the best characteristics of a stalwart nation.’258 It is the 

image of the well proportioned figure that personified some of the best qualities of 

British manhood – loyal, brave, stubborn and popular. Dickens epitomised Tony 

with similar characteristics and ideologies of the symbolic John Bull; that of  

steadfastness, professionalism, and loyalty. Tony’s appearance was 

representative of a cultural icon – the mail and stage coachman.  

     The importance of Tony, a coachman with knowledge of all echelons of society 

who travelled on board his coach, appears to be generally overlooked in academic 

studies. It is precisely the fact that his character was a coachman that enabled 

Dickens to comment on so many social issues pertinent to early nineteenth-

century England. The conversations in Pickwick between Tony and Sam, a Boots 

at a coaching inn before becoming Mr Pickwick’s man servant, convey all manner 

of sagacity facilitated through this father and son relationship. Contemporary 

sources refer to Sam and Tony’s dialogue as ‘Wellerisms’, which continued in 
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popularity for many years after the demise of coaching.259 Michael Costello states 

that ‘a Wellerism is … an unlikely and distracting story in miniature … met in the 

course of his travel.’260 A ‘Wellerism’ usually contained astute concerns or 

warnings relating to the coach. An example of a ‘Wellerism’ is when Tony informs 

Sam that it is nearly time for his coach to leave: 

 

  “Now it’s time I was up at the office to get my vay-bill, 

   and see the coach loaded; for coaches, Sammy is like 

   guns – they requires to be loaded with wery great care,  

   afore they go off”. At this parental and professional joke, 

   Mr Weller junior smiled a filial smile.261     

  

Precise loading of the coach was paramount to ensure a safe journey. The guard 

on board the coach was responsible for the loading but it was carefully watched 

and inspected by the driver before commencing a journey.  

     The verbal interaction between Tony and Sam frequently contains a 

metaphorical coaching comparison in order to accentuate the actuality of the 

social point raised. Vargehese and Idiculla state that ‘the use of humour in social 

interactions is a very important convention in England.’262 A coach driver provided 

the ideal fictional character through which to channel observations of all classes. 

In an article, written in 1827, entitled ‘Coaching on the North Road’, the author 

writes of a coachman named Mr Cartwright who drove the York Express coach 

from Bagden to Welwyn and back. As soon as he alights from his seat ‘you are 

struck at once with the perfect master of his art.’263 He states that ‘he [coach 

driver] seems the idol of the road with both young and old … respectable, 

communicative … acquainted with every body and every occupation within his 

 
259 The word ‘Wellerism’ first appeared in the OED in 1838 and can still be found in the last updated edition 
of March, 2019. It is described as: ‘An expression or form by or characteristic of the Dickens character Sam 
Weller and his father Tony … a kind of proverbial expression in which a statement, such as a familiar saying 

or proverb is given a humorous or ironic twist by being incongruously or punningly attributed to a particular 
speaker, typically in a specific situation’, www.oed.com [accessed April 2021]. 
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263 ‘Coaching on the North Road’, Yorkshire Gazette [on-line] (17 October 1827) http://britishnewspaper 
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sphere’ making him ‘an entertaining companion.’264 Added to this is ‘his perfect 

professional knowledge’ and even through ‘rain, fog’ or ‘frost … you keep the box 

[seat] without a moment’s regret.’265 Stanley Harris, states that this can partly be 

attributed to the fact that ‘from their association with every class, they derived a 

good knowledge of human nature.’266 Obviously there was the odd less popular 

coach driver, as the Duke of Beaufort  writes of some ‘surly individuals; but the 

bulk of them were cheery jovial fellows, full of anecdotes of adventures … careful 

of the comfort of their passengers and masters of the art of driving.’267 This 

conveys that the coach driver not only skilfully handled a coach  and four but also 

entertained, informed, and was solicitous when it came to the safety and care of 

the passengers on board his coach.  

 

The Coachmen 

 

Coachmen were generally depicted as charismatic, jovial, individuals. Drivers of 

the eighteenth century, prior to the investment in better roads and design of 

coaches, were often portrayed as heavy drinkers, gruff, but kindly, and usually 

belonging to the working class. This was to change by the 1820’s as the now 

flourishing travelling industry attracted men of a higher class. E. W. Bovil states 

that it was by this time that ‘a measure of refinement, almost of gentility’ had 

‘begun to climb into the box seat; … they were the fashionable coachman whom 

the sporting writers … chose to consort with and to glorify.’268 In Annals of the 

Road Captain Mallet describes the really good coachmen as ‘Knights of the Whip 

– swell dragsman’ and the less apt drivers were known as ‘a spoon or lame hand’; 

it is, however, the reputation of the most well known and respected drivers that are 

written about in books and articles such as The Coaching Age and Old Coaching 

Days (Stanley Harris, 1885, 1882), Nimrod’s Northern Tour (Charles Appleby, 

1838), and Pierce Egan’s, Pierce Egan’s Books of Sports and Mirror of Life 
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(1832).269 Drivers that drove too fast to ‘beat’ a rival coach were severally dealt 

with but reference sources, in general, depict coachmen  as being respected 

individuals, the wrongdoers in the minority.270 

     Many writers included descriptions of coachmen in their works such as Pierce 

Egan who writes of them being dressed in ‘linen white as snow … full of anecdote 

… cheerful and merry, removing some of the fatigue and tediousness of a long 

journey.’271 Egan’s description includes apparel, character, and reference to the 

humorous stories and intelligence that the drivers would relate to their passengers 

in order to keep their spirits high. Leigh Hunt writes that they treated ‘the old and 

infirm with reverence; the ailing sympathised with … the rich not distinguished  … 

and the poor well met’, implying that a coach driver regarded and viewed both 

genders and variety of class as equals.272 Drivers’ attire, in nineteenth-century 

works, is always described with eye-catching detail and imagery – even down to 

the nosegays in the driver’s pockets – intended to emphasis their idiosyncratic 

personalities. Describing a coach driver in such detail testifies to the position that 

drivers held within society. Thomas Miller states that the coachman had ‘more real 

humanity in his nature than one-twentieth part of those who he carried up and 

down.’273 Stanley Harris, a frequent traveller on the coaches, recounts information 

of four brothers – all coach drivers – on whose coaches he had travelled. Of Jack, 

who drove a coach between Newbury and Bristol, he remembers: ‘Jack’s 

countenance when he was recounting anything funny’ as being ‘inexplicably 

comical.’274 Their driving skills and good natured empathy with their passengers, 

played a part in an important era of Britain’s social and cultural history.   

     Harris names many coachmen that he knew, and their respective coaches, 

stating that although they ‘have faded from memory … there was a time when to 

ride alongside them was a red letter day to the happy occupant on the box-

seat’.275 Charles Appleby, writing under his usual literary pseudonym of Nimrod, 
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describes the coachman, “Old Penny” who drove the Wellington coach from the 

London inn, The Bull and Mouth, as one of ‘the low crown’d, broad-brimmed, 

shawl-neckerchief’d, large-pocketted, silver-button’d, box-coated ... knee-capp’d 

old fashioned coachmen, “with a hue as florid as vermilion’d Jove.”276 Nimrod’s 

description of “Old Penny” is indicative of a driver in the same mould as Tony 

Weller. In Pickwick, Tony was near to retirement and therefore would have 

belonged to the category of an older coachman who had travelled the roads for 

many years. Nimrod, like Dickens, also describes the skin of the coach driver with 

a simile of heightened colour from his many years on the road. It is likely that he 

singled out “Old Penny”, for inclusion, due to the name of the coaching inn from 

which he departed – The Bull and Mouth – inferring a link to John Bull. In Nimrod’s 

Northern Tour, Appleby provides information regarding numerous coach drivers – 

their temperament and driving skills – celebrities of their day.277 

     Travellers often chose a particular coach for their journey because of the 

renown of a popular, skilful driver. Westmacott writes that a passenger would book 

himself a place on the box seat so that he would be given the chance for ‘an extra 

lesson on the noble art of handling the ribbons’ and also learn ‘all the 

topographical, descriptive and anecdotal matter relative to the resident gentry on 

the road’, the driver displaying the attributes of an early form of tourist guide –  

appraised in the chapter ‘Coaching: Social Interaction and Subjective 

Experience’.278 Harris states that ‘the box-seat in those days was a seat of 

honour.’279 Passengers would often pay extra to sit next to the driver to hear his 

humorous anecdotes of life on the road, information about the buildings they 

passed and gossip about those that lived within. In 1877, Thomas Croal writes that 

‘in England, the coachman has long been looked upon as a character of some 

importance.’280 This evidence these texts portray confirms the argument that 

coachmen would be equally remembered alongside the industry within which they 

worked when the coaches ceased to run.  
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     Descriptions of distinctive clothing, driving skill, propensity to good humour, 

general knowledge of places travelled through, and an adherence to fair treatment 

for all passengers denotes a profession that was unique to coachmen. Washington 

Irving wrote to Charles Dickens in May 1841 telling him that he had just begun a 

rereading of Pickwick and observes of Sam and Tony Weller that ‘I could swear I 

had seen them fifty times in my loiterings about coach offices and inn yards – all 

know of the truth and force of their portraits.’281 Irving gives a description of a 

driver in his Sketch-Book because he hopes that it ‘will serve as a general 

representation’ of ‘this very numerous and important class of functionaries who 

have a dress, a manner, a language, an air, peculiar to themselves.’282 He 

believes his description will show that a stage-coachman ‘cannot be mistaken for 

one of any other craft or mystery ... he enjoys great consequence and 

consideration along the road’ and is treated ‘as a man of great trust and 

dependence’ and at ‘a stable stop he is likely to be surrounded by ‘an admiring 

throng of ostlers and stable-boys.’283 By reading these and other contemporary 

accounts of the dress, character and  general respect that coach drivers held 

within the profession and society, Tony Weller is quintessentially one of the main 

protagonists in Pickwick. 

 

Coaching, Humour and the Height of Inn Archways  

 

Dickens commences Pickwick with information regarding ‘The Corresponding 

Society of The Pickwick Club’ [Pickwickians] formed in 1827. Their quest would be 

to travel the country collating their experiences in the pursuit of knowledge. It is on 

their first journey to Rochester that conman Mr Jingle makes an appearance. 

Travelling atop the coach with Mr Pickwick, Jingle’s character is indicated by his 

staccato rapidity of limited dialogue implying that he is a highly strung, nervous 

individual. The garrulous gentleman shouts: “Heads, heads, take care of your 

heads,” as the coach pulls out under the low archway.284 “Other day—five 
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children—mother—tall lady, eating sandwiches forgot the arch—crash—knock—

children look round—mother’s head off—sandwich in her hand—no mouth to put it 

in.”285 Dickens, apart from a vein of ironic amusement, that the sandwich is still in 

her hand with no mouth in which to deposit it, is also addressing a serious issue in 

relation to coaches – the height of coaching inn archways.  

     Originally termed post or posting inns, coaching inns had been in existence 

since the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These early inns had archways 

sufficiently high enough to allow the horses, wagons, carriages or coaches to 

travel through. Illustrations clearly showing the height of inn arches of this era can 

be seen in artist John C. Maggs (1819-1896), work The Old English Coaching 

Inn.286 Maggs was a well known prolific painter of a wide variety of coaching 

scenes, including some, such as ‘The Bath to Bristol Coach’, that also show the 

height of an inn archway of the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

Many of the later coaching inns had higher arches allowing for the height of a 

coach with passengers atop. No legislation exists regarding the height of coach 

archways; it was a fait accompli due to the range of dates during which some of 

the older inns had been built. In 1782 a visiting German clergyman wrote letters to 

a friend of his exploits travelling across the country. On the journey by stage from 

Leicester to Northampton he writes: 

 

  The inside passengers got in in the yard, but we on the outside 

  were obliged to clamber up in the public street, because we 

  should have had no room for our heads to pass under the gateway.287 

 

Passengers and drivers were aware of the need to take the necessary care when 

the coach departed. The driver would always call out to the passengers to mind 

their heads if they were departing under one of the lower arches.  

     A humorous incident regarding an archway occurs in one of the several stories  

written shortly after Pickwick was published. These writings were paradoxical 

 
285 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 9. 
286 J. C. Maggs, The Old English Coaching Inn, From the private Collection of the late Lord Dewar, 

reproduced by John Dewar & Sons Ltd: New Eltham [n.d.] 
Appendix: John C. Maggs, ‘Catherine Wheel, Southwark, London’, The Old English Coaching Inn, [n.d.] 
287 C. P. Moritz, Travels in England in 1782 (London: Cassell & Co., Ltd, 1886), p. 171. 



83 
 

imitations of the characters and incidents from the original. In ‘Winkle’s Journal’ 

(1838) the author expands on the original archway dialogue with: 

 

  “His that the hinn with ha harch?” inquired the fat lady. 

  “Yes, mam,” said the coachman; “and if you don’t duck your head going 

  under the arch, you’ll stand a chance a’being a arch -angel in a crack.”288 

 

The word crack is a variant on crash and the arch-angel a symbol of death which 

was the result, in Dickens’s version, of the lady having her head knocked off. The 

overall sardonic vein incorporates some of the original wit. Likewise, in a series of 

satirical poetical letters published in The New Monthly Magazine in 1822, humour, 

regarding the low archways, is included in Letter IV: 

 

             Since, on a stage top, I was had in Lad-Lane; 

  Where, if you don’t duck, when the turn you approach, 

  So low is the gateway, so high is the coach,  

  You’ll add, before coachee his vehicle checks, 

  The lad with no head to the Swan with Two Necks.289 

 

The Swan with Two Necks, (originally built in 1556), situated in Lad Lane, London, 

was one of the busiest and most profitable coaching inns, incorporating 

underground stabling for the horses. Its original arch was low but, as can be seen 

in a painting by James Pollard (1792-1867) of ‘The Swan with Two Necks’ (1831) 

the exit from the enclosed inn courtyard is by way of another newer building 

alongside the original inn.290Another mention of an inn archway appears in a work 

by Charles Westmacott, in a chapter, entitled ‘The Stage Coach or The Trip to 

Brighton’. When the coach is about to depart the driver calls: “alright; alright; take 

care of your head, gemmen, going under the gateway.”291 An ostler or stable hand 
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would have held the bridles on each side of the leader horses to run alongside the 

coach to see it safely through the archway and out onto the road.  

 

Humour and Coach Passengers 

 

The use of fragmented speech, similar to that of Mr Jingle, is mirrored in an article 

published in William Hone’s Table Book entitled ‘Stage-Coach Adventure’. The 

author, Gaspard, describes the inside passengers on his coach journey as: 

 

  Three fat, fusty old men—a young mother and sick child 

  a cross old maid— a poliparrot— a bag of red herrings— 

  double barrelled gun—and a snarling lap dog.292 

 

The grouping of these people and objects in a confined space, conveyed with 

brevity, presents an immediate picture of the scene inside the coach; that of 

smells, danger, men, women, children and an animal. Limited words equate to 

limited space and environment. Westmacott portrays a similar description of 

travelling within a confined area. ‘In the dog-days, fat or lean, with six inside have 

you been, windows up, and tightly cramm’d between two flesh mountains jamm’d; 

not a breath of air that’s pure—sick and young rich and poor’, an inference of 

claustrophobia with a ‘sick’ fare and assortment of travellers.293 The allusion to this 

mingling of individuals inside the coach, produces the sardonic humour of a rather  

unpleasant journey. 

     Larger members of society, in terms of girth, were often a target for coaching 

humour. In a women’s journal of 1837 the following anecdote is included in the 

‘Scraps and Sketches’ section : 

 

  A certain gentleman, who is known to be as huge … as Falstaff, whenever     

he travels by the mail always books two places and thus secures half the   

inside to himself. He once sent his servant to book him for Glasgow. The   

 
292 Gaspard, ‘Stage-Coach Adventures’, in William Hone , The Table Book, (London: Hunt and Clarke, 1827) p. 
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man returned with the following intelligence. “I’ve booked your places Sir, 

but there wasn’t two inside places left, so I booked you one in and one 

out!.”294 

 

 Westmacott’s rather radical, satirical, comments go much further with his 

caricatures of obese people, as can be seen in the quote from ‘Miseries of 

Travelling by Coach’. Another coach traveller, in his book Points of Misery, finds 

himself ‘tightly wedged inside between bloated bilberry nosed Brummagen 

bachanal [Drunken chap from Birmingham], and a fat frowsy furbelowed landlady, 

all lace and laziness.’295 The movement of the coach over the cobbles deposits the 

traveller ‘in a creek between these two mountains of flesh.’296 In ‘The Stage-Coach 

or The Trip to Brighton’, once again a portly passenger is ridiculed. A  large 

gentleman is trying to take an inside place in the coach . The passenger exclaims 

‘what a cursed narrow hole this is for a decent sized man to cram himself into.’297 

Westmacott emphasises the largeness of the gentleman when he writes that the 

man was ‘sticking half-way in the coach-door, and panting for breath from the 

violence of his exertions to drag his hind-quarters after him.’298 The hind quarters 

indicates that Westmacott is using a simile of a beast’s rear end rather than that of 

a human. Westmacott utilises rudeness and exaggeration in order to create visual 

satirical imagery. A lot of his works were still a product of an earlier period of the 

nineteenth century when writers tended to construct considerable satirical pieces 

in their portrayal of people and circumstances of life in Britain. The simile of a large 

passenger to an animal is given even harsher treatment in 1806 by Samuel 

Sensitive and Timothy Testy when describing the ‘human Hog’ of a ‘butcher’ 

attempting to board the coach: 

 

  When, at length, the whole Beast is fairly slung in … plunged 

  down and bedded, with the squelch of a falling Ox, and the grunt 
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  of a Rhinoceros – you find yourself suddenly viced in.299 

 

James Beresford, the writer of this particularly satirical, offensive, description of a 

member of the public, like Westmacott, writes under pseudonyms, presumably to 

achieve a certain amount of anonymity from extreme anecdotes. It was not only 

descriptions of the insiders on a coach that furnished writers with opportunities for 

parody and ridicule. Gaspard writes that he was ‘seated between two 

apprehended murderers and a noted sheep-stealer in irons, who are being 

conveyed to gaol’ and ‘a drunken fellow, half-asleep’ who ‘falls off the coach.’300 

Prisoners were often transported to gaol or court on top of coaches. Obviously this 

account has been exaggerated for comic effect but nevertheless voices a genuine 

concern if you happen to be travelling on the outside of a coach sitting next to a 

criminal. Westmacott writes that he heard ‘the clanking of irons outside and 

discovered the legs of a gentleman, decorated with double darbys [manacles] 

dangling over the coach window.’301 The quote is indicative of the reality that any 

member of society could be travelling with you on the coach , which again raises 

the issue of space and confinement. 

 

Tony Weller; Turnpikes and The Judicial System 

 

Tony’s character is representative of the coaching fraternity and because he is a 

member of this esteemed class, and the acclaim that this accords, he is able to 

deliver entertaining dialogue in a role that incorporates a satirical light-hearted 

form of humour in order to air opinions of community, cultural customs and 

lifestyle. His life on the road and experience of travelling with, and talking to, men 

and women of all classes, provides Dickens with a character that displays shrewd 

resourcefulness of knowledge and a distinctly pragmatic outlook on life. Dickens’s 

skill of delivering ‘detailed paraphernalia of life in the actual experience of the 
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contemporary world’ produced the effect ‘that the comedy, for all its hyperbole, 

engaged with a firmer grip.’302 The character of Tony displays propensity as a 

commentator, observer and critic. On a coach journey, in Pickwick, Tony 

endeavours to explain to Mr Pickwick the character of a turnpike keeper: 

 

  “Wery queer life is a pike-keeper’s sir.” 

  “A what” said Mr Pickwick. “A pike-keeper.” 

  “The old’un means a turnpike keeper gen’l’m’n,” observed 

  Mr Weller [Sam] in explanation. 

 “They’re all on’em men as has met with some disappointment 

  in life,” said Mr Weller Senior … “Consequence of vich, they retires 

  from the world, and shuts themselves up in pikes; partly with  

  the view of being solitary, and partly to rewenge themselves 

  on mankind, by takin’ tolls.” … “Fact sir,” said Mr Weller, “if they 

  was gen’l’m’n you’d call ‘em misanthropes.” …  

 

  With such conversation, possessing the inestimable charm 

  of blending amusement with instruction, did Mr Weller beguile 

  the tediousness of the journey …303 

 

The turnpike keepers, collectors of tolls, were generally disliked purely because 

money had to be handed over to them. During the seventeenth century, various 

local Turnpike Trusts were introduced, enacted by Acts of Parliament. Toll fees 

had to be paid by those wishing to pass through the toll gate; exemptions included 

mail coaches, parish priests and funeral processions.304 Dickens’s account of the 

character of a turnpike keeper is suggestive of a certain class of person in society 

which he incorporates anecdotally with how a coach driver would keep his 

passengers entertained on a long journey.  

 
302 Malcolm Andrews, ‘The Passing of the Pickwick Moment’, in Charles Dickens as an Agent of Change, ed. 
by Joachim Frenk and Lena Steveker (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, Paperback Edition, 2019), 
pp. 99-110, (p. 102) 
303 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 228. 
304 There has been a substantial amount of academic and amateur research undertaken regarding 
Turnpikes. Many original toll gates can still be found and tolls are still paid on certain roads. Evidence is 
prolific in contemporary newspapers and within Acts of Parliament, plus primary source toll charge records.  
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    The character of Tony Weller appears first in Pickwick by way of a story about 

him as related by his son Sam. Sam is a Boots at the White Hart Hotel. A guest 

asks him if he knows Doctors’ Commons.305 The function of this inclusion in the 

narrative is in order to address concerns about the immorality of the allowance of 

touts outside a place of law. Sam warns the guests that there are porters who 

stand ‘in the middle as touts for licences … queer sort … and their mas’ers too, Sir 

– Old Bailey Proctors – and no mistake.’’306 Sam relates how his father [Tony] 

went to Doctors’ Commons to see a lawyer to find out how to obtain the £400 left 

to him by his first wife. The touts tell him he needs to get a marriage licence in 

order to remarry. Arguing that he is too fat and too old to remarry, the touts 

encourage Tony to take a seat in front of a lawyer who asks him which parish he 

comes from. Tony’s reply is Belle Sauvage, which is the London Inn from which he 

departs with the coach. Linking of the word parish with the name of an inn would 

be logical to Tony. A parish would be associated with a parish priest and 

administered by the Church of England. Parish has no relevance to Tony. His 

roots are in the coaching world and as far as he is concerned the Belle Sauvage is 

where he belongs and his parish priest would equate to the coach proprietor for 

whom he worked. In this instance Dickens makes a profound observation that a 

coachman is a part of an exclusive coaching fraternity, which for him is of greater 

significance than a parish. Later in the novel Sam is introduced ‘as the offspring of 

Mr Weller of the Belle Sauvage’, and was ‘treated with marked distinction’, 

testimony to the fact that coach drivers were associated with a coaching inn, not a 

parish.307 Tony’s identity, both domestically and professional is inherent through 

his profession.  

     In this tale Dickens creates the character of Tony, before his physical 

description (addressed earlier). Dickens frequently expresses humour with irony of 

subliminally related cultural situations through the, sometimes, seemingly naivety 

of both Tony and Mr Pickwick. Sam continues the tale of Doctors’ Commons with 

Tony naming a widow who runs the Marquis O’Granby, a coaching inn, as the next 

Mrs Weller. The inn would have been one of the stage stops on Tony’s coaching 

 
305 Doctors’ Commons (London) contained the Society of Lawyers who practiced Civil Law. Many not only 

worked there but also lived on the premises. 
306 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 92. 
307 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 599. 
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route. Tony’s coaching response is indicative of the nature of a coachman in that 

the first person he can think of to marry is one of his female admirers, a widowed 

inn owner. Dickens reintroduces the subject of widows throughout the novel, 

linking the topic to the interpersonal rapport that exists between Tony and Sam 

and the lack of it between Tony and the second Mrs Weller.  

      Doctors’ Commons is a subject that Dickens had previously described in 

Every-Day Life and Every-Day People: Sketches by Boz, written originally around 

the time of Pickwick in 1836. He describes in detail his observations of the judge, 

‘a very fat and red faced gentleman,’ the proctors in their ‘black gowns with white 

fur collars’, and a gentleman warming himself in front of a fire ‘in the same manner 

a slovenly woman would her petticoat.’308 Finding out that the gentleman is a 

doctor of civil law, Dickens’s lampoon on this gentleman and sardonic reflection of 

his character is that ‘we must be mistaken ... he must be a very talented man.’309 

His ironic reversal of  opinion delivers a clear mocking message regarding a man 

of law practising at Doctors’ Commons.  

      Dickens’s parody of courts and officials suggests a serious purpose –  

spotlighting archaic proceedings and duplicity of members of the legal profession.      

Varghese focuses on Dickens’s use of humour in order to portray opinions of 

social and cultural disquiet by stating that: ‘Dickens uses parody of institutional 

authority as a means of exposing the prevalent corruption in the legal system.’310 

Within the text Dickens provides situations in which Tony can be involved, 

deploying coaching with metaphorical satire. Don Nilsen makes use of the word 

burlesque in his critique of those public institutions which are lightly ridiculed by 

the writer.311 To describe Dickens’s descriptions of judicial matters as ‘burlesque’, 

establishes a viewpoint that although Dickens incorporates opinions on social 

matters that he considers in need of reform, the emphasis is also on entertaining 

his readers. It is the humorous way in which he writes that permits him the 

opportunity to provide more effective social commentary, not to enforce dogmatic 

radical views – less savage but no less perceptive in the foibles it identifies. 

 
308 Charles Dickens, Every-Day Life and Every-Day People: Sketches by Boz (1836) (London: Chapman & Hall, 
1895), p. 64. 
309 Dickens, Every-Day Life and Every-Day People, p. 64. 
310 Varghese & Idiculla, ‘Humour as Social Critique’, p. 13822.  
311 Don L. F. Nilsen, Humour in Eighteenth Century British Literature (USA: Greenwood Press), p. 180. 
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Although Pickwick is broadly laced with humour, it is evident that the issues 

Dickens addresses are fundamentally of a serious nature.       

     Doctors’ Commons is revisited when the second Mrs Weller dies. Tony seeks 

the assistance of attorney Solomon Pell: “Wot we reek-ire, Sir is a probe o’ this 

here.”312 Assuming he means probate, Pell asks Weller if he is the executor and if 

the group of coach drivers he has brought with him are legatees. “Sammy is a leg-

at-ease,” replies Mr Weller; “these other gen’l’men is friends of mine … kind of 

umpires.”313 Legatees becomes a description of Sam’s laid back, easy going, 

manner and the inclusion of coach drivers as umpires specifies the close 

relationship between drivers. The ‘umpires’ are there to ensure fair play; an 

assertion that legal gentlemen were not to be trusted. Tony, master of his coach, is 

in a situation of which he lacks control due to his limited knowledge of the 

requirements of probate. In order to gain command and ensure that he is not taken 

advantage of, he takes along his comrade coach drivers who provide the 

necessary presence in terms of solidarity and support.  

     Dickens, in a subsequent part of the novel, returns to the legal system, this time 

Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and underlines coach drivers unanimity when George, a  

driver, is in court on a matter of insolvency due to his ‘speculative but imprudent 

passion for horsing long stages.’314 When Tony arrives at the court he ‘was … 

greeted in the warmest and most flattering manner by some half-dozen of his 

professional brethren in token of their gratification at his arrival.’315 The drivers rely 

on Tony taking control of the situation. Dickens describes in detail court officials, 

some of whom tout for business in ‘parlours of public houses or the yards of 

prisons.’316 Their vices include ‘perhaps drinking and cheating,’ and their 

appearance are ‘greasy and mildewed’, – useful words that suggest Dickens is 

detaching himself from total condemnation of all learned men.317 To describe their 

appearance as ‘greasy’ and ‘mildewed’ is symbolic of their appearance in that 

‘greasy’ is a simile of slippery or sly, and ‘mildewed’ a simile for rotten indicating 

that they were dishonourable and corrupt.  

 
312 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 589. 
313 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 589. 
314 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 458. 
315 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 458.  
316 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 457. 
317 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 457. 
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     George and Tony meet attorney Solomon Pell in a public house. Pell is putting 

forward a petition for George to be discharged. Pell’s imbibing of alcohol before his 

appearance in court would have entailed him attending the proceedings in an 

inebriated condition, something that is implied and that the coach drivers use to 

their advantage. Dickens amalgamates a mocking portrayal of the insolvency court 

with the topic of camaraderie that existed between coach drivers. He likens their 

close bond to Freemasonry – one of the oldest, respected societies in Britain, also 

clandestine, shrouded in mystery and gendered; a reflection of the unity between 

coachmen and their unique usage of coaching language.  

     As Freemasons have their own hand shake to indicate that they are a member 

of an elite fraternity, coach drivers also had their own unique hand signal. Dickens 

describes ‘the salutation between Tony and George as strictly confined to the 

freemasonry of the craft; consisting of a jerking round of the right wrist and of 

tossing of the little finger in the air at the same time.’318 Although humour is 

attached to this anecdote it also displays part of a secret language of 

understanding between the men. Dickens corroborates this rhetoric by inserting a 

personal, rather poignant, anecdote about twin coachmen who worked the Dover 

road for twenty four years and used this hand signal every time they passed each 

other on the road. He adds that they never exchanged ‘any other greeting than 

this,’ suggesting that nothing more was required than this simple gesture between 

the two men.319 Dickens’s choice of the simile of the Freemasons has shown how 

significant the relationship was between drivers. It conveys the sharing of 

information, brotherhood, and accord. Speaking driver to driver in coaching terms 

relays all necessary information for subliminal social comment housed within an 

allegorical context. 

     Just before the trial is due to start Tony asks George: “All right behind, and full 

inside?”320 This phrase is something the coach driver would always ask the guard 

before commencing a journey in order to check that all passengers and luggage 

were safely on-board. In this figurative coaching question Tony is asking George if 

he has got his affairs sorted and if the “coach taken care of?”321 “Coach taken care 

 
318 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 458. 
319 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 458. 
320 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 458. 
321 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 458. 
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of” would have been an enquiry about George’s wife. Coach, here, is a trope for 

wife, a simile that Dickens also uses when he describes the death of the second 

Mrs Weller – as will be shown later in this chapter. When George reassures Tony 

that all is ok, Tony’s response is “wery good, wery good … always see to the drag 

when you go downhill.”322 The drag (a braking mechanism) was attached to one of 

the back wheels, by the guard, when a coach was going downhill to slow it down. 

Tony has asked the coaching questions to satisfy himself that George has done all 

he can in the event of a guilty verdict. Tony then turns to Pell who is rapidly 

understanding the metaphorical coaching language that is passing between Tony 

and George. When Tony asks him: “Is the vay-bill all clear and straight for’erd?” 

Pell replies that “the schedule is as plain and satisfactory as pen and ink can make 

it.”323 Before commencing a journey both stage and mail coach drivers would 

collect their waybill from the booking office which would provide the details and 

times of their journey and at which of those stops passengers would alight or join 

the coach. The waybill was essential – a driver would not commence a journey 

without it. Plying Pell with drinks before the case, is an  implication by Dickens of 

how easily a man of law could be flattered and corrupted. 

     Awareness of the corruption within the justice institutions requires the drivers to 

protect themselves by taking the required, but not illegal, action. An honourable 

lawyer would not have been in the pub before a trial partaking of alcohol with his 

client. Tony was protecting a fellow coachman under the comradeship of their elite 

society. Blankets were taken off the horses just as the coach was about to depart 

so when Tony asks Pell “Ven do you take the cloths off,?” Pell replies “he stands 

third on the opposed list … about half an hour.”324 Pell succeeds in getting George 

a positive outcome, an inference by Dickens that the coachmen had proved to be 

the victors over an unscrupulous judicial system. 

      A contemporary reviewer of Pickwick praises Dickens in the way in which he 

addressed the behaviour and misconduct of lawyers: ‘We are glad that Boz 

[Dickens] is getting among the lawyers. They want somebody among them more 

impartial than their patron saint, whom to name, causeth an imaginable odour of 

 
322 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 458. 
323 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 459. 
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sulpher.’325 Thomas More, a politician, lawyer, and Catholic, is named as patron 

saint of lawyers. Anti-Catholicism was prevalent, particularly during the first quarter 

of nineteenth-century England. Reference to More could therefore be equated to 

Catholicism. Dickens’s description of the appearance of court officials, portraying 

them as rotting, the statement of ‘odour of sulphur’, by the reviewer, is a possible 

referral to the inference of words in relation to Satan or the devil.  

     The parody of this case in the Insolvency Court, usage of symbolical coaching 

language, and driver’s camaraderie, suggests an informative means, by Dickens, 

of relating the reprehensible behaviour and often corrupt proceedings within the 

Court. This is in itself a satirical image of those members of society expected to be 

enforcers and defenders of the law. The significance of coaching, the coach 

drivers and tropes, in relation to the various legal scenarios, conveys the best and 

the worst in members of society – individual gain as opposed to the driver’s 

community of support. Their manipulation of the lawyer portrayed as a means of 

protecting the collective rather than selfishly pursuing individual gain.  

 

Elections – Bribery and Corruption 

 

Dickens returns to the subject of bribery, this time at elections, in an anecdote 

related by Sam to Mr Pickwick. Through this tale Dickens exposes the general 

corruption surrounding elections, many of which he had attended as a reporter. 

Sam tells Mr Pickwick that his father had driven a coach to a town where elections 

were being held. “He was engaged,” by one of the candidates to drive “down 

voters from London.”326 Before he is due to leave, the opposing candidate invites 

him for a drink and passes Tony a £20 note observing that: “It’s a wery bad road 

between this and London … specially near the canal”, and tells Tony what an 

excellent coach driver he is.327 Referring to the £20 note he states that this is “in 

case you should have an accident when you’re bringing these here voters down, 

and should tip ‘em over into the canal.”328 Sam, with a look of impertinence on his 

face says “on that very day … his coach was upset on that ‘ere wery spot, and 

 
325 ‘Notice of New Works’, The Metropolitan Magazine, 18. January-April (1837), p. 77. [n.a.] 
326 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 128. 
327 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 128. 
328 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 128. 
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ev’ry man on ‘em was turned into the canal.”329 The obvious point of the story does 

not register with Mr Pickwick whose only concern was whether or not anyone was 

hurt. Sam replies that  “I rather think one old gentlman was missin’; I know his hat 

was found, but I a’n’t quite certain whether his head was in it or not”, and also 

remarked about the “wonderful coincidence, that arter what that gen’l’m’n said that 

my father’s coach should be upset in that wery place and on that wery day!”330 

This ‘rascally’ behaviour of Tony, accepting a bribe, also shows coaching 

humorously – yet in a different light – in a driver’s complicity in taking advantage of 

the failings in governmental procedure. Actual contemporary evidence suggesting 

that coach drivers or coach proprietors took advantage of the defaults in the 

election system appear to be non-existent. Tony’s involvement is a literary ruse; a 

means of engagement with a problematical political issue regarding misconduct in 

the electoral process. 

     Despite changes to the electoral system, implemented through the passing of 

The Reform Act of 1832, the widespread problems of bribery and corruption 

continued. A writer in The Labourer’s Friend addresses the problem of bribery at 

elections in 1824 by attributing it to the fact that this practice can be carried out 

due to ‘injured and degraded electors. You never hear of rich electors who take 

bribes at elections. It is the poor and needy … who are seduced into bribery and 

perjury.’331 The article underlines circumstances of low wages and starving 

families who, in law, lacked any chance of improving their situation through other 

honest means, thus tempting them into accepting bribes of money and food.  

      A treatise called for the abolition of the Combination Laws which forbade 

company trade unions or any attempts at political reform. The Combination Laws 

were repealed before the 1832 Reform Act but bribery and corruption continued. 

There are reports in many contemporary newspapers concerning scandalous 

behaviour at elections. In 1830, in a letter to the editor of The Stamford Mercury, 

the writer bemoans the ‘scenes of corruption … a system of inveterate bribery … 

not of the ignorant and necessitous peasant – but of Corporates, of Clergymen 

 
329 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 128. 
330 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 128. 
331 ‘Combination Laws; Mischiefs:- Benefits of Their Repeal’, The Labourer’s Friend, 3.2 (April 1824), 30-34 
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nay, however incredible, of their Town Clerk himself!’332 The gentleman displays 

feelings of disgust towards men in power, who should have been above corruption 

but clearly were not. Another such incident reported under the heading ‘BRIBERY 

AT ELECTION’ questions the problem of proving who is actually responsible for 

the offers of bribes; the candidates themselves or their agents.333  

     By 1835, during a period when Dickens was attending elections and witnessing 

the existence of corruption in terms of the bribing of voters, the Government was 

concerned enough to order a report entitled ‘The Report from Select Committee on 

Bribery at Election’ dated 20th August 1835. Elections provided opportunities for 

voters to make use of being given free food and drink and, frequently, the 

opportunity of a free journey by coach as bribery to vote for a particular candidate. 

Dickens is well aware of these practices from his own personal observations. In 

1835, in his report in The Morning Chronicle on the Northamptonshire Election, he 

writes that ‘Mr Maunsell is placed at the head of the poll, by the most ignorant, 

drunken … electors … who have been treated and fed and driven up to the polls 

the whole day, like herds of swine.’334 In order to incorporate his observations and 

bring them before his readers, Dickens names a fictitious town in Pickwick, where 

an election is taking place in ‘Eatanswill’ [Eat – And – Swill] a reference to the food 

and drink offered as bribes, a practice often known as treating. The electorate 

were enjoying a free day out travelling on the coach; the offer of food and drink 

was enough inducement for them to vote for whichever candidate had paid for the 

outing. Electoral problems continued throughout most of the nineteenth century 

until the secret ballot act was passed in 1872.  

 

Methodism and Widows 

 

Diverting from legal systems, Dickens also equates, via comedy, the relationship 

between Tony and Mrs Weller, Methodism, and Tony’s subsequent aversion to 

 
332 Phileleutheros Stanfordian, ‘To the Editor of The Mercury, Stamford August 25 th 1830’, Stamford 
Mercury [on-line] (27 August 1830) https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk  [accessed  March 2019] p. 
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widows. Methodism, a belief based on the teaching of John Wesley (1703-1791) 

was a separatist movement within the Church of England. Evangelists, or public 

speakers, were often perceived as zealous preachers with their outdoor public 

gatherings and fund raising meetings. Many members of the orthodox Church of 

England viewed them as a threat to established religions. Dickens links this topic 

to Tony’s wife who has become influenced by the preaching of a gentleman by the 

name of Stiggins. The character of Mr Stiggins is of an alcoholic evangelist who 

preyed on susceptible women, such as Mrs Weller, for drink, food, and money for, 

supposedly, charitable causes. A description of Stiggins reveals that he is a ‘prim-

faced, red nosed man [an inference that he drinks a lot] a semi-rattlesnake sort of 

eye – rather sharp, but definitely bad.’335 The rattlesnake simile portrays a sly 

nature. 

     Tony tells Sam that when he first married Mrs Weller [second wife] she was “an 

uncommon pleasant widder” but has changed and now “she don’t act as a vife, 

Sammy.”336 He warns Sam to “be wery careful of widders all your life, especially if 

they’ve kept a public house,” the inference being that these sexually aware, 

independent business women, would be on the lookout for a new husband, to 

assist with the running of their establishment.337 Tony explains to Sam that his 

mother-in-law [step-mother] has been “getting rather” in the Methodistical order 

lately Sammy … she’s got hold o’some inwention for grown -up people being born 

again”, to which he adds that he would like to see her born again then he could 

“put her out to nurse!”338 The humour of his pensive  remark indicates the unhappy 

state of Tony’s marriage. 

     Agreeing to go to one of the public events hosted by a ‘shepherd’ [a simile that 

Dickens utilised in order to describe evangelists] Tony describes to Sam the 

events of the meeting. The ‘shepherd’ commenced by “giving the kiss of peace” to 

all the women followed by the second shepherd, Mr Stiggins. “I was just a thinkin’ 

vether I hadn’t better begin too – specially as there was a wery nice lady a sittin’ 

next to me – ven in comes the tea.”339 The humour of Tony telling Sam that the 

‘shepherds’ performed this intimate procedure underlines the seriousness of their 

 
335 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 277. 
336 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 205. 
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behaviour. Mrs Weller represents just one unguarded woman who is effectively 

tricked into giving money to the ‘shepherds’, due to her susceptibility with regard to 

this new method of religious indoctrination.  

     This vulnerability could be attributed, in part, to the fact that some women may 

have found this new more personal form of religious teaching, away from the inner 

sphere of a church, satisfied their desire for wider involvement outside their own 

homes. Cynthia Curren states that a ‘new domestic ideology … became dominant 

in the 1830s and 1840s … through the influence of the evangelicals as being 

partly responsible for the segregation of the sexes into the home for women and 

the outside for men.’340 Conversely, many people were concerned that women 

were proving to be vulnerable targets in their belief in the doctrines of evangelical 

preachers, causing them to neglect their homes and families. Dickens provides an 

example of such a woman within the character of Mrs Weller. Many widows in the 

nineteenth century were running boarding houses or inns, such as Mrs Weller. 

Their husbands had died, which entailed them out of necessity, to earn money to 

continue running the establishments. Ann Nelson and Sarah Ann Mountain both 

married inn owners/coach proprietors. When widowed the women continued to run 

their established businesses extremely successfully, and as neither remarried, the 

anthesis of the supposed husband seeking widow. Alison Kay states that running 

a boarding house or other establishment indicated that ‘financially it could help a 

woman retain her own residence’ and ‘extend her network of acquaintances and 

business contacts’, the achievement of which ensured that ‘respectability could be 

maintained.’341 Women who were alone might have chosen to remarry for a 

number of reasons; sexual needs, company, security of a man bringing in an extra 

income, or pride, as they felt marriage raised their social standing in society. It can 

also be argued that widows continued to run businesses that they were 

bequeathed, due to their skills and the enjoyment acquired in their success as 

business women.  

     Not all evangelists were deemed to have characters similar to that of Dickens’s 

creation of Mr Stiggins. Therefore not everyone would have been in agreement 

 
340 Cynthia Curran, ‘Private Women, Public Needs: Middle -Class Widows in Victorian England’, Albion: A 
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with the portrayal of Stiggins, as a hypocritical alcoholic with strong influential 

power over women. In a letter, dated May 10th 1843 to a Mr David Dickson, 

Dickens replies to a complaint made by Dickson in relation to a passage in 

Pickwick regarding evangelism and the character of the ‘shepherd’. Dickens writes 

that it was not his intention to cause offence: 

 

  The design of “the Shepherd” and of this and every other allusion to him 

  is to show how sacred things are degraded, vulgarised and rendered 

  absurd when persons who are utterly incompetent to teach the 

  commonest things take upon themselves to expound such mysteries … I 

  have seen a great deal of this sort of thing … and I never knew it lead to 

  charity or good deeds.342                

 

Dickens expounds his opinion of evangelists in a succinct manner, an indictment 

of admission that the scenarios he creates with Stiggins, Tony, Sam and Mrs 

Weller, are included in order to identify collective concerns and viewpoints 

concerning a spiritual guide who is ill equipped for the task. Like other issues he 

raises in Pickwick, his intentions appear not to cause disapproval but to identity 

perceived flaws and misdemeanours in public life. Kingsley states that ‘the wit of 

these [Pickwick] papers is subtle and beneath the surface; their humour is not that 

of extravagance, but of nature.’343 The humour is certainly often subtle in intent but 

equally with a topic such as evangelism, Dickens delivers a very clear message, 

this time through Tony’s observations of the hold Stiggins has on Mrs Weller. 

When a ‘shepherd’, refers to the ‘soft sex’,Tony asks Sam, “Wot does he mean by 

the soft sex?”. “The womin,” replies Sam.344 “They must be a soft sex, – a wery 

soft sex, indeed, if they let themselves be gammoned [deceived] by such fellers as 

him.”345 By way of the character of Tony, Dickens articulates concerns towards  

certain women who are exposed to this type of hypocritical preaching. 

 
342 Charles Dickens, ‘Letter to Mr David Dickson, dated 10 th May, 1843’, Letters of Charles Dickens, ed.by 
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      Dickens ties in the subject of evangelism with the fraternity of coach drivers. In 

order to expose the two-faced Stiggins, Tony enlists the help of other coach 

drivers: ‘two friends’s o’mine, as works on the Oxford road’ – drivers of the 

coaches departing from Oxford – to actively ‘assist’ Stiggins in partaking of a great 

deal of alcohol before a Methodist meeting.346 At the meeting Stiggins is too drunk 

to speak, thus exposing his hypocrisy. 

     Methodists, in general with their open meetings, preaching, rallies and 

committees, were often thought of at that time as fanatics because of their new 

radical preaching methods. Westmacott in ‘Miseries of Travelling by Coach’ 

describes ‘a pedantic prim looking hatchet-faced little fellow sat in the corner [of 

the coach] dressed in a suit of iron-grey mixture with a clerical cut.’347 He adds a 

memorandum to himself, ‘knew him for a Methodist, as soon as the hypocrite 

opened his mouth. The old cockney woman informed me … it was the Rev. Peter 

Pious – very suspicious of Methodists.’348 Naming the Reverend, with sarcasm, as 

‘Pious’ is a reference to a gentleman who is professing a religious and god-fearing 

nature through his apparel, the assertion of which is that this does not mean that 

Pious is actually embodied with religious sincerity. The description of this man as 

‘hatched-faced’ conveys that the character of this gentleman does not match his 

supposedly spiritual name. In 1807 Robert Southey (writing under the pseudonym 

of Don Manuel Alvarez Espierella) included a letter about Methodism and the 

influences of John Wesley on the populace, in his book Letters From England, a 

travelogue of his fictional journeys by coach around the country. In a review of the 

book (1808), in The Gentleman’s Magazine, the writer agrees with the sentiments 

of Espierella when he writes: ‘great and fearful is the influence of itinerant and 

fixed preachers on their admirers and followers; an influence that we are confident 

will … produce very dreadful consequences to the peace of society.’349  

     In Pickwick Stiggins warns about the “sink of iniquity” and “hypocrisy and pride 

of heart” whilst enjoying Mrs Weller’s homemade brew.350 Tony tells her that “if I 

don’t get no better light than that ‘ere moonshine o’your’n my vorthy creetur … it’s 

wery likely as I shall continue to be a night coach till I’m took off the road 

 
346 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 346. 
347 Westmacott, Points of Miseries, p. 31. 
348 Westmacott, Points of Miseries, p. 31. 
349 ‘Review of New Publications’, The Gentleman’s Magazine, Supplement (1808), 1169-1174, p. 1173. [n.a.] 
350 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 484. 
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altogether.”351 The reference to moonshine, taken as a figurative allusion to 

deception, and not as the slang term for a home brew of alcohol, refers to the 

implications of dark and light, belief or non-belief, which is why Tony refers to 

himself as a night coach, preferring to travel in the dark and unless he could be 

convinced otherwise and ‘see the light’ – a reference to the day coach. Dickens’s 

usage of coaching, in this context, develops a moral metaphor as well as a literal 

depiction of night/day.              

     In coaching language in the form of metaphors [a coach becomes a metaphor 

for Mrs Weller] and euphemisms [coaching terms rather than literal medical 

language] Tony writes to his son Sam to tell him about the death of Mrs Weller. He 

informs Sam that the reason she became ill was because she was sitting on wet 

grass for hours listening to a ‘shepherd’ preaching who had “vound his-self up vith 

brandy and water.”352 Dickens’s continuing references to Stiggins and ‘shepherds’ 

would have resonated with many of his readers who may have had the same 

misgivings. This suggests that Dickens is informing his female readers to question 

the credibility of men such as Stiggins. Tony’s letter reads: 

 

   …  her veels wos immedetly greased and everything done 

  to set her goin … your farther had hopes as she vould have  

  round as usual but just as she wos turnen the corner my boy 

  she took the wrong road and vent down hill vith a welocity you  

  never see and notvithstandin that the drag was put on directly by 

  the medikel man it won’t of no use at all for she paid the last  

  pike at twenty minutes afore six o’clock … havin done the journey wery 

  much under the regular time vich praps was partly owen to 

  her haven taken in wery little luggage by the vay. 353 

 

The device of a combination of wordplay, humour and analogy draws the reader’s 

attention by means of its distinctive text. To portray Mrs Weller as a coaching trope 

enables Dickens to combine humour and pathos through the narrative in the letter 

delivered in the gu ise of coaching. Coaching is Tony’s language, an idiosyncratic 

 
351 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 485. 
352 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 555. 
353 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 555. 
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genre of communication completely unique to a coach driver’s occupation.354 

Tony’s son Sam, who would have grown up with an understanding of Tony’s 

descriptions of events by way of coaching terms, occasionally utilises the same 

language. When Mr Pickwick comes to a decision, regarding his forthcoming stay 

in prison, Sam’s response is: “Vell Sir … I think I see your drift; it’s my ‘pinion that 

you’re a comin’ it … too strong, as the mail-coachman said to the snowstorm, ven 

it overtook him”.355 Coachmen were often at the mercy of treacherous weather, 

snow drifts in particular. If a mail coach was stuck in the snow, the guard on board 

would take one of the horses, together with the post in saddle bags, and do 

whatever he could to get the mail to its destination. Throughout the novel Tony’s 

coaching dialogue delivers an indication of the depth of meaning and relevance 

that coaching plays in a coachman’s life. In the description of the demise of Mrs 

Weller, the narrative provides the reader with all the information required regarding 

her death. Readers can still appreciate the humour whilst also interpreting and 

clarifying the coaching language. Various incidents could occur and frequently did 

on a coaching journey and Dickens incorporates some of them in the letter. If the 

coach was struggling over the roads and the wheels were not running smoothly 

they would have been greased. As checks and repairs were done to the coaches 

before they set out on their journey, this would have been done at the outset. Mrs 

Weller, therefore, was probably given some sort of medicine to ease her 

discomfort. The greasing of the wheels – medicine taken – should have set the 

coach (Mrs Weller) back on track but as she was turning the corner – showing 

some slight improvement – she took the wrong road, not the road to survival but 

downhill to death. Putting ‘the drag on’ was doubtlessly a reference to some 

procedure tried by the Doctor. Mrs Weller got to the end of her journey of l ife when 

she paid the last pike, a reference to the several turnpikes paid – interventions by 

the Doctor – on Mrs Weller’s metaphorical coach journey. If a coach had few 

passengers and consequently a small amount of luggage it would quite likely have 

arrived at the last stop before the time stated on the way-bill. Despite medical 

intervention, and no extra complications (hence few passengers and luggage) she 

paid the last price, cessation, dying a little sooner than was expected.  

 
354 Malet, Annals of The Road or Notes on Mail and Stage-Coaching in Great Britain, Appendix A lists some 
of the slang terms pertaining to coaching on the road, pp 389-395. 
355 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 455. 
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     This extract is the longest that Dickens writes as a coaching allegory. It 

conveys not just the death of Mrs Weller but is also comparative to the imminent 

death of the coaching industry. The employment of extensive and paraphrased 

metaphors is a representative amalgamation of the demise of a woman and the 

slow inevitable dying of a way of life due to the unstoppable evolution of the 

railway network. Stewart describes the wording in the letter as ‘a comprehensive 

metaphor – for the journey that is life itself.’356 His use of the word journey is the 

journey by coach that Tony portrays in the letter to Sam which, to Tony, conveys a 

comprehensive account of the death of Mrs Weller, uncluttered with sentimental 

emotion.  

      With the second Mrs Weller now deceased Dickens returns to Tony’s distrust 

of widows. His first concern is in regard to the intentions of the buxom cook at the 

Marquis O’Granby Inn: 

 

  “Sammy, if I wos to stop here alone vun veek, my boy – that 

  ‘ere ‘Oman ‘ud marry me by force and wiolence afore it was  

  over.”357  

 

Sam is amused that the cook is so fond of his father: “fond! … I can’t keep her 

avay from me. If I was locked up in a fire-proof chest she’d find means to get at me 

… it’s a horrid situation.”358 He tells Sam of the various women that have appeared 

at the Marquis O’Granby with pots of jam, jelly and camomile tea: “they wos all 

widders Sammy, … ‘cept the camomile-tea vun, as wos a single lady o’fifty-

three.”359 The only place Tony feels safe is on the box – the drivers seat on the 

coach. Dickens has created a situation for a continuation of humour that relates to 

widows (the unfortunate targets of some literary nineteenth-century writers), plus 

further develop the special position, drivers held within society, which for some 

women (as Tony indicates) made them particularly attractive. When Sam asks 

Tony why he feels safer on the box, he explains: 

 

 
356 Garrett Stewart, The Trials of Imagination (Cambridge Mass.: Harvard Uni. Press, 1974) p. 78. 
357 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 559. 
358 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 559.  
359 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 559. 
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  “Cos a coachman’s a privileged individual … cos a coachman may  

  be on the very amicable terms with eighty mile o’females, and yet  

  no body thinks that he ever means to marry any vun among ‘em … A 

  reg’lar coachman’s a sort ‘con-nectin’ link betvixt singleness and 

  matrimony … long-stage coachmen … is alvays looked up to – adored 

  may say- by ev’ery young ‘Oman in ev’ry town he vurks through.”360 

 

Contemporary sources provide evidence that Tony’s character was not speaking 

out of arrogance or exaggeration in his remarks about the admiration of women. 

Pierce Egan in a chapter entitled ‘The Swell Dragsmen  of “The Age”,’ the Age 

being the name of the coach they drove, singles out the names of specific drivers. 

Henry Stevenson was particularly well known and popular. He was ‘quite a feature 

up and down the road … dashing barmaids looked “unutterable things” in favour of 

the gentleman dragsman.’361 Apart from sexual appeal to women, and general 

affability to passengers, coachmen were also admired by men for their driving 

adroitness and handling of the horses.362 Dickens’s novel emphasises the 

imminent loss to society of these larger than life coachmen. In a book entitled The 

Traveller’s Hand-Book (1847), the writer misses: 

 

  The communicative … coachman who knew every inch of the 

  road and every remarkable spot and circumstance connected with it — 

  can no longer enliven you with his familiar conversation and 

  observation.363 

       

On the strength of this valuation of coachmen, Tony assumes that now he is a free 

man again women – widows in particular – will want to marry him. Tony’s 

experience with the late Mrs Weller has led to Tony’s distrust and dislike of widows 

 
360 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 559. 
361 Egan, Egan’s Book of Sports, p. 5. 
362 Nimrod (Charles Apperley) is a particular source of information about various coachmen that he either 
knew of or whose coaches he has travelled on. The Sporting Magazine, between 1822-1829, The Chace, The 
Turf and The Road (London: John Murray, 1837). Also Stanley Harris, The Coaching Age (London: R. Bentley 
& Son, 1885, Old Coaching Days (London: R. Bentley & Son, 1882). Lord William Pitt Lennox, Coaching with 

Anecdotes of The Road (London: Hurst & Blackett, 1876). 
363 The Traveller’s Handbook, Etc., for the Lincoln and Nottingham Railway (Lincoln: James Drury, 1847) 
Introduction. [n.a.] 
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in general. Widows do appear to have been an easy target for characterisation 

and ridicule.364 Ann-Barbara Graff states that ‘widows as a type has consistently 

been a source of attraction in literature presumably because of what she offers … 

sexually educated and available … identified as a subversive threat to gender 

roles and locus of comic instability and misadventure.’365 An extreme portrayal of a 

widow is the man-hunting, rather vulgar widow Barnaby, the central character in 

Frances Trollopes’s novel The Widow Barnaby (1839) as she travels the country in 

search of another husband.  

     Little information is given by Dickens with regard to the deceased Mrs Weller 

other than the fact that she was ‘rather a stout lady … the quondam relict and sole 

executrix of the dead-and-gone Mr. Clarke,’ who, since his demise, had become 

the owner of the Marquis O’Granby.366 The inference of referring to her as a 

quondam relic, as a figurative allusion, is in itself derogatory to widows inferring 

that she is Mr Clarke’s leftovers and an extension of her husband rather than an 

individual in her own right. On his first visit to the inn Sam observed that it 

appeared to be a thriving establishment that served good ale, indicating that she 

had no financial need to remarry. 

     After a war the gender balance is artificially unequal and, as the Napoleonic 

wars would have claimed the lives of many men at the time Dickens wrote 

Pickwick, there would undoubtably have been a surplus of women. Widows, often 

vulnerable members of society, frequently appear for satirical amusement in 

literature of the nineteenth century which, inevitably, foregrounds serious and 

cultural prejudices with regards to widowhood. In the abstract to an article entitled: 

‘Desperately funny: Victorian widows and the comical misfortunes of husband 

hunting’, Nadine Muller addresses the fact that ‘the widow was a much -satirised 

figure throughout the Victorian era.’367 She states that it was not the impoverished 

widow who received this treatment: ‘the comical widow tended to be endowed with 

 
364 Evidence of the usage of widows for comic effect in literature can be seen in stories such as ‘The Joke’, 
Frasers Magazine for Town and Country, 3. (July 1833), 279-289. [n.a.] This story concerns widow Mrs Kittle. 

She runs a boarding house left to her by her husband when he died. She was ‘forty or thereby … a comely 
woman’ who aims to marry a gentleman who lodges with her. P. 280. 
365 Frances Trollope, The Widow Barnaby (1839): The Widow and Wedlock Novels of Frances Trollope, ed. by 
Brenda Ayers and Ann-Barbara Graff (Oxon: Pickering and Chatto, 2011), p. xxxii. 
366 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 277. 
367 Nadine Muller, ‘Desperately funny: Victorian widows and the comical misfortunes of husband hunting’, 
Journal of Gender Studies, 29.8 (2020), 926-936 (p. 926). 
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sufficient means … of financial independence but lacked what she desired most: a 

new husband’, leading to her depiction as a ‘cunning, yet laughable, husband 

hunter … a persistent presence in British culture.’368 In a contemporary book 

entitled Hints on Husband-Catching, the author appears to corroborate Muller’s 

statement: 

 

  Men fancy that widows are more artful and designing than 

  the maiden angel [spinster] and they deem it therefore more  

  essential to be on their guard … against machinations [schemes 

  -plotting].  

  She has been once, at least, … successful in her pursuit of a 

  second, third, or fourth victim.369 

 

Notably the author refers to men as ‘victims’, and not husbands. Muller’s vitriolic 

opinion is that these widows were sexually experienced and financially set up; they 

were the anthesis of the excepted view of women as dependent, genteel, virgins. 

Widowed landladies, in particular were ‘the source of many tragically comical 

scenes in Victorian song and fiction’, eager to fill ‘the vacant space left by the 

departed spouse.’370 Dickens includes a version of these contemporary targeted 

women in Pickwick, by way of both Tony and Mr Pickwick.  

      Tony’s aversion to widows continues in Dickens’s novel Master Humphrey’s 

Clock. On visiting Mr Humphrey, the now retired Tony Weller is described still 

dressed as a coachman: ‘Mr Weller was attired in a most capacious great coat … 

a large speckled shawl … usually worn by stage coachmen on active service.’371 

This portrayal of Tony continuing to dress flamboyantly as a coachman expounds 

Tony’s reluctance or ability to be viewed in any other light than a coach driver. 

Writing to Lady Holland, Dickens states that he is ‘almost vain enough to believe 

that you will be glad to hear of Mr Pickwick, who, with Mr Weller [Sam] and his 

father [Tony Weller] are about to return to public life under Master Humphrey’s 

 
368 Nadine Muller, ‘Desperately funny: Victorian widows and the comical misfortunes of husband hunting’, 
Journal of Gender Studies, 29. (2020), 926-936, p. 926. 
369 By The Hon. – Hints on Husband-Catching; or A manual for marriageable misses (London: T.C. Newby,, 

1846) p.137-138. 
370 Muller, ‘Desperately funny’, p. 930. 
371 Dickens, Master Humphrey’s Clock, p. 69. 
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auspices.’372 Dickens suggests that although coaching is virtually at an end, the 

reappearance of Tony retains coachmen in the public imagination. To this effect 

Tony still speaks in his own coaching language. When asked by Mr Humphrey 

how he is, he replies: 

 

  “Why, thankee sir … the axle aren’t broke yet. We keeps up 

  a steady pace – not too severe but with a moderate degree o’ 

  friction – and the consekens is that ve’re still a runnin’ and comes 

  in to the time, reg’lar.”373  

 

Tony is recounting a metaphorical description of a coach journey, referring to 

himself as keeping a steady daily pace in his retirement. Moderate friction could be 

a reference to when he looks after his grandchildren, and because he takes care 

of himself he is still active and reliable. On a further visit to Mr Humphrey’s house, 

with his grandson, Tony apologises for being a little late. “I’m afeerd we’ve come in 

rayther arter the time … but the young colt  has been a boltin’ and shyin’ and 

gettin’ his leg over the traces”; portraying his grandson as a type of trainee coach 

horse, the trace referring to the leather straps used as a connecting system 

between the coach leader and wheeler horses.374 The immersive transport 

business of coaching is used symbolically in Dickens’s narratives to portray speed, 

movement, regularity, running well, or running into difficulties, that can also serve 

as a useful parody for life itself.   

     Tony is concerned that Master Humphrey’s housekeeper might be a widow and 

has fallen in love with him. In response to Sam’s expression of surprise Tony tells 

him that he is “always afraid of inadvertent captivation Sammy. If I know’d how to 

make myself ugly or unpleasant I’d do it Samivel, rayther than live in this here 

state of perpetual terror!”375 Tony still thinks of himself as a working coach driver, 

whom women adored. Tony’s dread of widows and fear of women provides an 

amusing reminiscence that takes place in a railway carriage: 

 

 
372 Charles Dickens, ‘To Lady Holland, 28 th April 1840’, The Letters of Charles Dickens, ed. by Madeline House 
& Graham Storey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969,) p. 63. 
373 Dickens, Master Humphrey’s Clock, p. 69. 
374 Dickens, Master Humphrey’s Clock, p. 129. 
375 Dickens, Master Humphrey’s Clock, p. 99. 
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  “It wos on the rail”… I wos a goin’ down to Birmingham by the 

  rail and I was locked up in a close carriage with a living widder. 

  … I believe it wos only because we was alone and there wos 

  no clergyman in the conveyance that there ‘ere widder didn’ t marry 

  me afore ve reached the half-way station.”376 

 

He tells Sam that the woman screamed, fainted, and gripped hold of him when the 

train when through a tunnel. The tight-locked carriage door prevented his escape. 

He ends his tale by having to mop his brow whilst uttering, “ah! It was an awful 

thing, most awful!”377 Tony, used to his position of lone authority on the box when 

still driving the coaches, now finds himself trapped in a small space on a fast 

moving vehicle over which he has no control. As a coachman he had the privilege 

of harmlessly flirting with the lady passengers. Fear of widows coupled with 

feelings of claustrophobia when travelling by train are in contrast with the freedom 

of the air and space when driving the coach.  

 

Hackney Coachmen 

 

When Sam finishes writing a love letter to send to his girlfriend, Tony comments: 

“that’s rather a sudden pull up ain’ it, Sammy.”378 This paraphrase of coaching 

terminology indicates that Sam has ended the letter abruptly. Sam wonders if he 

should perhaps end it with a verse, which horrifies Tony. “I never know’d a 

respectable coachman as wrote poetry, ‘crept one, as made an affectin’ copy 

o’werses the night afore he was hung for highway robbery and he wos only a 

Cambervell man, so even that’s no rule.”379 Dickens makes several observations 

utilising this rhetoric. The combination of a coachman and writer of poetry was not 

something that was familiar to Tony. He would have viewed poetry as something 

that was unnatural and not part of everyday speech, only used by those wishing to 

disguise its real meaning. What Tony thought of as a poem was no doubt just the 

last words of a convicted man. Tony refers to the coachman as being only a 

 
376 Dickens, Master Humphrey’s Clock, p. 72. 
377 Dickens, Master Humphrey’s Clock, p. 72. 
378 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 344. 
379 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 345. 
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Camberwell man which would indicate that he was a London hackney coach 

driver. These men were often surly, impolite, treated their horses badly and were 

generally depicted as unpopular members of society. 

     A hackney cab driver, according to the Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar 

Tongue, was better known as a Jarvis, a person reputedly hung for robbing his 

passengers and hanged but there appears to be no evidence to support this.380 A 

ballad called Devil and Hackney Coachman, refers to Ben as a Jarvey hackney 

cab driver: ‘Crikeys! how he’d used to swear … and how he drives!,’ detailing that 

‘he kept his horses smarting’, indicating that they were in pain from the use of the 

whip.381 In Pickwick Papers Mr Pickwick has a run in with one of them when, 

barely having started his travels, he takes a lift in a hackney cab recording details 

of the drive in his notebook. The driver wants to fight him because he thinks Mr 

Pickwick must be an informant. Dickens gives no indication as to whom the cab 

driver thinks Mr Pickwick is an informant for, but it would likely have been to the 

local Beadle. The driver, by accusing Pickwick of being an informer, is actually 

admitting that he has committed some kind of illegal practice. 

     Westmacott ensures that his readers need look no further for hidden or 

metaphorical meanings in the dialogue concerning hackney coachmen. In 

‘Miseries of Travelling by Coach’ the narrator misses the coach so hails a hackney 

cab in order to be able to catch the coach at the next stage stop. On entering the 

cab he is ‘saluted by a dreadful effluvia; lift up the cushions and seat from 

curiosity, and find the body of an infant freshly disinterred.’382 This awful find, 

which would have intentionally shocked his readers, is an outright accusation that 

some hackney drivers were in the business of being resurrection men. When this 

was written in 1823 body snatching was a very real and unpleasant crime. Those 

that engaged in it made money by selling bodies to medical men for the purpose of 

dissection. Tony’s referral to the hackney cab driver, hung for highway robbery, is 

a literary ploy by Dickens utilised in order to deliver a clear message that hackney 

coachmen were often viewed as law breakers and untrustworthy. He could also be 

making reference to the gentleman Jarvis. Tony, who took pride in his profession, 

 
380 Francis Grose, A Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue, 3rd edn (London: Hooper and Wigstead) p. 
135. 
381 Devil and the Hackney Coachman, [on-line] (circa 1813-1838) https://www.ballads.bodleian.ox.ac.uk 
[accessed May 2019]. Roud Number 1314. 
382 Westmacott, Points of Misery, p. 29. 
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is implying that the integrity of a coachman is in inverse opposition to that of the 

morals of a cab driver. Earlier on in Pickwick, when Mr Pickwick is making his way 

to the coach by means of hackney cab, Tony asks Sam: “he’s a cabbin’ it I 

suppose”, to which Sam replies, “yes he’s havin two miles o’danger at eight 

pence”, a reference to the speed at which the cabmen drove.383 In a detailed 

report by J. R. McCullock, compiled in 1834, he states that hackney cabs ‘are the 

dirtiest most disagreeable vehicles that can be imagined, and the horses and 

drivers are but little superior.’384 Although, in contemporary sources, the hackney 

coach men are continually portrayed as distinctly displeasing individuals, there, 

may, obviously have been some that were trustworthy characters but the evidence 

for that is distinctly lacking. 

     In Sketches by Boz Dickens describes the scene at a hackney coach stand. 

The ‘horses with drooping heads’ are described as ‘worn out rocking horses’ who 

would like to ‘assassinate the coachman.’385 Dickens’s imagery highlights the 

plight of the poor, often blind, worn out and ill fed hackney coach horses, an 

indication of not only the life they led but of the lowly character of hackney 

coachmen. Leigh Hunt writes that stage coachmen had many admirers of both 

sexes but ‘the hackney-coachman knows they cannot admire him.’386 A hackney 

coachman would charge various rates depending on the sort of person who was 

on board. Hunt also refers to the way hackney-men treated their horses. The 

contrast between descriptions of stage and mail coach drivers and those of 

hackney drivers are portrayals of two completely opposite members of the 

profession of coachmen; good and admired, bad and despised. Through a variety 

of incidents, Dickens and Westmacott included in their writing the significant social 

problem of the nature of the hackney coach men; their necessary but often disliked 

presence in society and in the treatment of their horses. Dickens, by way of Tony, 

airs genuine concerns, albeit in a humorous vein, portraying the contrast between 

respected coachmen and hackney cab drivers.  

 

 
383 Dickens, Pickwick, p. 224. 
384 J. R. McCulloch Esq, A Dictionary of Practical Theoretical and Historical Commerce and Commercial 
Navigation, 2nd edn (London: Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown Green & Longman, 1834) p. 285. 
385 Charles Dickens, Every-Day Life and Every-Day People: Sketches by Boz, (1836), (London: Chapman and 
Hall, 1895) p. 61. 
386 Hunt, Coaches and Coaching, p. 49. 
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Conclusion 

 

Coaching proffered a shared social space for all sectors of the populace, thereby 

furnishing an ideal medium for social discourse and humour. Ruth Livesey states 

that in nineteenth-century literature, such as Pickwick, ‘the stage coach is invoked 

as an analogy for history itself.’387 Knowledge of the coaching era delivered 

opportunities for deliberation and creation of amusing situations which, in turn, 

offered an insight into the subtleties and nuances of life during this period as 

Britain was transforming from its long established rural living into developing urban 

cities. Within this chapter it has been shown that comedy can encompass the use 

of parody, irony, humour and satire – the consequences of which provide 

something greater than mere amusement. The diversity of members of society 

travelling by coach, plus the close proximity of both genders in such an intimate 

space, proved to present a perfect environment in which to convey topics and 

commentary on contemporary social and culturally related issues. As has been 

identified in this chapter by virtue of the texts examined, the diversity of travellers 

on board the coach encapsulated an ideal soundboard for writers to implement a 

forum of modes articulating realities of life and people in the early nineteenth 

century conveying social matters, without any particular political allegiance or 

agenda. 

     Dickens’s and Westmacott’s responses to perceived communal concerns have 

been identified as distinctly varying modes of writing. A writer, in an article in The 

Temple Bar (1864), described how the coaching era had been captured for future 

enjoyment in the works of Charles Dickens: ‘Mr Dickens’s inimitable graphic pages 

have immortalised the humour and picturesqueness of stage-coach travel.’388 This 

is apparent in many of his novels, but none more so than his first novel, The 

Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club. Andrews states that: ‘Dickens’s comedy 

seemed to introduce a new kind of generality in contrast to … more savage 

traditions, so it drew away from abrasive wit.’389 Dickens’s comedic structures 

underline certain topical states of affairs, and, in agreement with Andrews, they 

 
387 Ruth Livesey, Writing the Stage-Coach Nations: Locality on the Move in Nineteenth-Century British 
Literature IOxford: OUP, 2016), p. 6. 
388 ‘Country Newspapers’, The Temple Bar: A London Magazine for Town and Country Readers, 10.12 (1864), 
p. 128. [n.a.] 
389 Andrews, ‘The Passing of the Pickwick Moment’, p. 107. 
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are of a ‘lighter tone’ than the more radical approaches to humour of an earl ier 

period; nevertheless, they still delivered powerful indictments with regard to certain 

contemporary institutions and professions. Dickens was judicious in his ability to 

portray an idiosyncratic ‘popular awareness of the comedy inherent in everyday 

life’, which Andrews describes as ‘a kind of education in comic sensibility.’390 In 

Pickwick, social topics such as bribery at elections, and hypocritical evangelists, 

are augmented through the deliverance of a message embedded within coaching 

humour. Dickens’s ability to describe the business of daily life by means of wit and 

humour, is due to attention to the minutest details displaying the human element – 

often lacking in historical works. Dickens is praised in The Quarterly Review for his 

representation of characters such as Tony and Sam as being ‘the primary cause 

… of this author’s success’ and ‘his felicity in working up the genuine mother-wit 

and unadulterated vernacular idiom of the lower classes.’391 Dickens’s skill in 

writing a variance of class dialogue is also noted the The London and Westminster 

Review when they conclude that, apart from the wit and humour, another reason 

Dickens’s works are so well liked and read is that ‘he has minutely observed and 

most felicitously caught the peculiarities of every class.’392 This observation is 

noted by Varghese and Idicu lla who state that ‘the strength of the novel lies in its 

satirical portrayal of society.393 A wide variety of characterisations, furnished by 

Dickens in Pickwick, can be attributed to the fact that all manner and level of social 

class intermingled with a mixture of ambivalence and open-mindedness through 

class diversification when travelling by coach. The symbolic significance of the 

coach, argued in this chapter, extends and refocuses Dickens’s scholarship by 

asserting the prominence of this motif as a central aspect of his production of 

humour in Pickwick. 

    Westmacott receives none of the accolades of being a moralist through his 

writing, because his own life was embedded in libel court actions and general 

unpopularity amongst his peers. Although Westmacott found coaching the ideal 

medium for venting his own personal concerns or dislikes, there was no agenda 

for offering any moralistic message. Westmacott’s more radical approach was 

 
390 Andrews ‘The Passing of the Pickwick Moment’, p. 102. 
391 Art VI, The Quarterly Review, 59. (1837) p, 507 [n.a.] 
392 Art IX, The London and Westminster Review, 29. (1837), 194-215 (p. 196). [n.a.] 
393 Varghese and Idiculla, ‘Humour as Social Critique’, p. 13820. 
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expressed through first person narrative and often stinging satire but, equally, he 

found an outlet for airing his observations through irony and humour in the guise of 

coaching. Unlike Dickens, who chooses a popular coachman as a conduit for 

gentle humour and experiences of life, Westmacott writes as a much more acerbic 

fictional passenger providing wit and satire through the experiences of journeys by 

coach. Both writers contribute to the enlightenment and significance of knowledge 

of life in the early nineteenth century as well as raising the profile of coaching as a 

crucial mode of transport during that period.  

     Humour in coaching exhibited a propensity to express not only amusing 

narrative or dialogue, but meaningful commentary and views regarding issues of 

the day. Opportunities for humorous writing, reflecting contemporary life within the 

parameters of travel, were lost when coaching came to such an abrupt end. How 

this resonated in terms of public ideology is addressed in the next chapter, ‘A 

Race Towards Modernity: Coaching and Nostalgia’. 
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 A Race towards Modernity: Coaching and Nostalgia 

   

  Ah! The good days of coaching are past like a dream, 

  And we, the ‘Crack Dragsmen’, are victims to steam; 

  There are many good fellows have cause to bewail 

  The old line of Road and the new line of Rail. 

  Then cry shame on the Rail and as long as we live 

  The inventions of steam we can scarcely forgive.394 

   

(‘Lamentations of The Knights of The Whip’, written  

  By an ex-coachman). 

 

Ballads, poems and other forms of lamentations were prolific in the aftermath of 

the demise of the era of coaching transport. Some portrayed bitterness or anger, 

others sorrow combined with elements of nostalgic reflection. During the first 

quarter of the nineteenth century travel by mail and stage coach, across the broad 

spectrum of social classes, rendered a natural setting for interactive social 

experience. The episodic nature of coach travel, punctuating social mobility and 

collective movement, lent itself to specific instances being easily remembered. 

Individual and collective memories of coaching reveal how the rapid loss of this 

wide-spread efficient industry was perceived in terms of nostalgic inference in 

literary narrative styles. Texts examined in this chapter demonstrate how writers 

displayed modes of distinctive stance on perceptions of social response to a 

Britain of rapid technological and transport inventions that erased the security of 

the proficient coaching industry. The milieu and time frame, in which the writing is 

set, contribute to a feeling of time and place; a remembrance of an era known, or 

an understanding of a time not experienced. Writers that chose to cultivate 

nostalgic observations – a specific setting in time – often acted as a pendulum with 

regard to romanticism, pride, and resentment that the loss of coaching invoked. 

Camilla Cassidy describes nostalgia as being partly ‘an emotion of cultural 

displacement. It informed an affective literary language with which to discuss 

 
394 Captain Malet, ‘Lamentations of the Knights of The Whip’ (Written by and ex -stage coachman), Annals of 
the Road: Notes on Mail and Stage Coaching in Great Britain (London: Longmans, Green & co., 1876) p. 139. 
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processes of historical change.’395 Writers sought to evoke tones of nostalgia as a 

means of engagement with past, present and uncertain future. 

     Nostalgia, in regard to coaching, will therefore be examined in three separate 

sections structured by temporal distance from personal experience with coach 

travel in its heyday. The first will analyse the initial response displayed in letters, 

articles, and fiction – voicing immediate concerns and fears of loss both before 

and during the brief transitional period between road travel and the subsequent 

spread of railway lines. It was a time when optimists were aware of the importance 

of scientific and technological advances on one hand, and pessimists on the other 

who could see all that the annihilation of coaching would ensue, without certainty 

that the trains would herald in a new era of benefit and progress.  

     Next, nostalgia took the form of ‘recent past’, within works written twenty or 

thirty years after the mail and stage coaches had all but disappeared off the roads. 

They were written by those who had travelled by coach or possessed memories of 

the coaching era such as George Eliot, who set all of her novels, barr one, in pre-

Victorian Britain, Charles Dickens, and Thomas Hughes. Literature provided an 

avenue for reflection upon a predominant moment in history, exploring the impact 

upon a socially/cultural aware populace.  

     Lastly the use of nostalgia will be analysed in works written forty or fifty years 

after the coaching era; still by those who had experience of coaching, as was 

particularly the case by coach drivers such as C. Birch Reynardson in, Down The 

Road: Reminiscences of a Gentleman Coachman (1875) and Edward Corbett, An 

Old Coachman’s Chatter (1891), but at a significant temporal distance from the 

period itself. This increasing transitory extension from the coaching era produced a 

further distinct mode of nostalgic reflection and a carefully cultivated attitude 

towards coaching, constructed by means of retrospective memory recall. The last 

section is the shortest of the three sections. The reasons for this is that by this 

time period coaching had largely been forgotten due to the lack of people still alive 

who had any recollections of its existence. By the early twentieth century coaching 

was reinvented in the form of popularised entertainment which included 

representations of romanticism. This chapter commences with an overview of the 

 
395 Camilla Cassidy, ‘Iron Times and Golden Ages: Travel and Technology in the Landscape of Dickens’s 
Historical Fiction’, English, 6.235 (2012), 368-381 (p. 370). 
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term nostalgia then continues with its association to the coaching era in the 

nineteenth century. 

 

Nostalgia  

 

Nostalgia proves to be an unstable tone or concept. In relation to coaching it took 

various forms depending upon lapse of time from the coaching era. Ann Coley 

identifies twenty-one definitions of nostalgia.396 These include nostalgia as 

gathering ‘bits and pieces from the past’, or fragments of memory as ‘nostalgia 

merely offers vanishing glimpses of what was’, which suggests that memory is 

fluid, untrustworthy, and only reliable as far as recall will allow.397 Another 

identification she makes is that ‘nostalgia is a longing not only for the past but also 

for the self’, suggesting that it incorporates retrospective identi fication of 

oneself.398 Nostalgic recall changes over time preserving choices of what 

memories will resurface as nostalgia and others that stay deliberately out of reach. 

Nostalgia is a means of incorporating the past by comparing it to the present. 

Cassidy defines this form of ‘nostalgic memory’ as being ‘a perspective on the past 

which is predicated on progress but characterised by retrospection.’399 Outlook 

and viewpoint can change with time. Cassidy states that ‘these apparently 

contrasting attitudes’ can  still enable an ‘intermingling’ of nostalgic memory.400 In 

order to be able to truly reconstruct the past, with any degree of accuracy, one 

needs to have lived during the time as defined by the term ‘nostalgic memory’. 

Susan Holak and William Havvena state that nostalgia ‘suggests that an individual 

cannot experience true nostalgia for a period through which he or she has not 

lived.’401 The texts in this chapter, reflect their point of view in that have been 

written by those who travelled by coach, were employed in the industry or had 

childhood memories of coaching.  

  

 
396 Ann C. Coley, Nostalgia and Recollection in Victorian Culture (Hampshire: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1998), pp. 

209-212.  
397 Coley, Nostalgia and Recollection, p. 210. 
398 Coley, Nostalgia and Recollection, p. 211. 
399 Cassidy, ‘Iron Times and Golden Ages’, p. 370. 
400 Cassidy, ‘Iron Times and Golden Ages’, p. 370. 
401 Susan Holak and William Havenna, ‘Nostalgia: An exploring Study of Themes and Emotions in the 
Nostalgic Experience’, Advances in Consumer Research, 19.7 (1992) 380-387 (p. 380). 
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Nostalgia in the Nineteenth Century 

 

The current meaning of the term nostalgia generally refers to a looking back or  

perhaps a longing for things past; possibly prompted by a smell or sound 

associated with a half-forgotten memory. But its original connotation related to a 

medical condition of malady, pain, sickness and longing for home and loved ones. 

It is described in Appleton’s in 1874 as being ‘characterised in four words—

sadness, sleeplessness, loss of appetite and weakness,’ the sufferer ‘embellishes 

the memories attached to places where he was brought up, and creates the ideal 

world.’402 Gradually, throughout the nineteenth-century, nostalgia became less 

associated with pain and homesickness but rather a sentimentalised retrospective 

longing for a past in preference to the present moment, creating ‘the ideal world’. 

In an article in Living Age (1863) the writer states that society has been ‘instructed 

to beware of enhancing the past in peevish depreciation of the present, the scene 

of our labours and trial. The check is constantly needed by those whose past is 

long enough ago to melt into harmonious, golden, defect concealing distance.’403 

The writer is portraying the image of past remembered days as being romanticised 

with the convenience of selective memory recall, much like the opinion of Nicholas 

Dames who states that ‘although nostalgia has always been with us … it is the 

nineteenth-century novel that lifts it into an art.’404 It is the narrative in Victorian 

works that turns memories into ‘only what is pleasant’ and ‘what the self can 

employ in the present – a form of retrospect that goes by the name the nineteenth 

century eventually gave it – nostalgia.’405 His argument that Victorian writers 

sought to conveniently forget or omit any associations of nostalgic pain does not 

necessarily apply, however, to the many works written immediately after the 

demise of coaching which included, regret, anger, and concerns about the loss of 

jobs, horses, and trades, related to the industry. 

     Many nineteenth-century authors deliberately set their stories in the recent past 

of five to thirty years when coaching provided a concept integral to placing the 

work in the context of memory – sometimes idealised – as a means of escapism 

 
402 E.M.C., ‘Nostalgia or Home Sickness’, Appleton’s, 11.250-275 (1874), 660 (p. 660). 
403 ‘Our Female Sensation Novelist’, Living Age, 78. (1863) 352-369 (p. 352). [n.a.] 
404 Nicholas Dames, Amnesiac Selves: Nostalgia, Forgetting and British Fiction 1810-1870 (Oxford: OUP, 
2001), p. 6. 
405 Dames, Amnesiac Selves; Nostalgia, p. 3. 
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back to a time of perceived solidity when the country prospered following the wars 

with France. To do so provided reassurance about the importance and relevance 

of coaching in the history of nineteenth-century Britain. Writers were able to 

provide a sense of stability by incorporating an awareness of individualism in the 

freedom for all to travel that coaching offered. In addition there was also a growing 

collective unity concerning the loss of the current, stable, transport system to the 

unknown dangers of the future that included new inventions such as steam 

engines that changed, for many, the security of everyday life. 

    The early nineteenth century witnessed a swift growth in scientific and 

technological advancement and innovation – enforcing change for the population, 

both urban and rural. Tamara Wagner states that ‘the acceleration of change in 

the nineteenth century naturally created an increase in nostalgic narratives.’406 

Wagner’s argument could be applied to any era witnessing continual rapid 

changes that cause concern. The past is constructed as stable, it cannot be 

changed except in the ways of how it is remembered, either collectively or 

individually. The present has yet to be established and defined and the future is 

theory and speculation. Simon Scott also agrees that ‘fantasising about a simpler 

happier world is a common enough reaction to rapid social change.’407 When 

change is sudden the division of pessimism and optimism, would reflect in writings 

of those times. John Clare states that the ‘technological and humanitarian changes 

came so rapidly and had such striking effects in nineteenth -century England’ that 

this accounted for the ‘particular awareness of the immediate past’ which could 

manifest itself as ‘nostalgia or self-satisfaction’ or even a stance of somewhere in -

between.408 Clare’s argument applies particularly to the loss of coaching, where 

many felt pride in the mail and stage coach industry and were opposed to its 

destruction, articulating regret at its loss. Travel by rail was also in its infancy, as 

yet untrustworthy and unfamiliar.  

      

The Immediate Development of Nostalgia 
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Concerns were raised during the 1820s regarding the impending end of the 

coaching industry due to a new era of rail travel. Thomas Carlyle voices his 

anxieties about the growing development of the railways. In 1829 he writes that 

‘there is no end to machinery. Even the horse is stripped of his harness and finds 

a fleet fire-horse yoked in his stead.’409 The horse was obviously integral to the 

coaching industry and as they were fit for no other purpose in such numbers, 

became as discarded as the coaches. The railway engine is referred to,  

metaphorically, as a ‘fire–horse’. Raymond Chapman argues that it was not only 

Carlyle who ‘uttered severe criticism of the age in which they were living … some 

like Carlyle, Ruskin and Morris, devoted a great deal of time and ink to 

depreciation of contemporary affairs.’410 This need to criticise the present, which is 

prevalent in any era, was ‘often contained in or supported by an admiration for a 

past one.’411 Victorian writers often indulged in retrospective referrals to a better, 

earlier time period, as argued by Nicholas Dames. But writers – such as Carlyle – 

did not necessarily look back to perceived happier times, but instead expressed a 

longing to maintain the present status due to fears regarding fluidity of an, as yet, 

newly growing mechanical future.  

     1815 witnessed the beginnings of an era of peace in Britain. The country had 

arrived at a stable period recovering from the economic and social effects of wars. 

The coaching industry became a symbol of this peace and prosperity. John 

Bradfield (1855) writes that ‘the coach had grown in the days of peace—-its errand 

was peace, and it sowed good will.’412 The reference of sowing goodwill can also 

be interpreted as the sowing of economic prosperity to which the coaches 

contributed by way of trades, taxes and employment. Jonathan Grossman 

incorporates this argument when he states that ‘in the twenty years of peace from 

1815-1835 … mails and stages — rapidly attained their epoch … coach building 

and all the incipient trade branches were in a flourishing state.’413 Contemporaries 

viewed coaching as the integral component that linked peace, profitability and 
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stability within the country. A gentleman, who signed himself as NO RAILER, 

wrote to the editor of Aria’s Birmingham Gazette in 1824 voicing his concerns that 

men were restless now that the country was experiencing peace and prosperity. 

The tranquility ‘had reached a stage when everyone feels the want of something to 

do. Conquest has produced peace and plenty and the restless disposition of some 

people’, are using ‘their wits … to overthrow the Golden Era and to substitute an 

Iron one.’414 Although iron is a reference to a combination of machines and 

engines, it also evokes impressions of a cold, impersonal, hardness – the obverse 

to the resilience and comfort of the present era. NO RAILER is concerned about 

men, discontent with what they have, searching for the excitement of greater 

things and new ways of making money. NO RAILER’S usage of the term Golden 

Era, has since been applied by writers to describe the days of coaching 

somewhere between 1815-1840. 

    Coaches had facilitated the growth of social mobility, ease of travel, and cultural 

practices, such as the annual mail coach parade on the King’s birthday. Due to the 

possibilities of freedom to travel that coaches represented for all classes, 

employment opportunities arose, as did all other occasions furnished by way of a 

convenient travel system. Edward Lytton (1833) writes that ‘we live in an age of 

visible transition — an age of disquietude and doubt. Every age may be called an 

age of transition — the passing on … from one state to another never ceases; but 

in our age the transition is visible.’415 The visible, in this context, could relate to the 

sight of a complete industry lost from view virtually overnight and replaced with 

new visions of steam, blacken skies and soot. It is because, in the year in which 

he writes, that it is so visible (which would have included scenes of poverty and 

deprivation in the enlarging towns) that it was felt by many to have occurred too 

quickly for them to adjust to the new vista of the future. The industrial 

transformation of the landscape in Britain, already begun in the eighteenth century, 

flowed relentlessly along as the Victorian Age began in 1837.  

     The order of life was seen by many as being in danger of disruption with the 

apparent unstoppable spread of the railway lines. Ralph Harrington states that the 

 
414 NO RAILER, ‘To The Editor’, (21st December 1824), Aria’s Birmingham Gazette [on-line] (10th January 
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‘railways inspired deep anxieties and provoked strong opposition.’416 There were 

many reasons for their concerns. Health would suffer due to the effects of smoke 

and steam and a new, seemingly unnatural way of travel by rail required less 

fortitude than a journey by coach which would, it was feared, inevitably lead to a 

population of a weaker constitution. Lines running across rural landscapes would 

spoil the countryside and the noise would affect the animals causing sickness and 

preventing milk production. It was thought that despite ‘the triumph of 

mechanisation and the embodiment of progress, it was also inherent with danger, 

bearing all the threatening ills of neurosis, destruction and degeneration which lay 

behind the façade of modernity.’417 These concerns continued throughout a large 

part of the nineteenth century. Harrington refers to various articles in medical 

journals of the day, including The Lancet, between the 1860s and 1890s. The 

comments regarding the detriment of rail travel include references to strained 

eyes, damaged ears, nerve and muscle fatigue, due to travelling in ‘wooden boxes 

… violent jolts … deafening shrieks,’ that rail passengers had to endure.418 Also, it 

was frequently the case that ‘on the railway journey’ it was the ‘fear of the 

accident’ that ‘was always present’ due to the potential number of passengers that 

would be injured or perhaps die.419 These, and similar anxieties, resulted in a 

corresponding sense of comfort and stability offered in coach travel by 

comparison. 

     Railways, originally designed to carry goods, were soon also adapted to carry 

passengers in box-like open carriages before the invention of the later closed 

carriages. Unlike travel on the coaches, society was now divided into 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 

and 4th class conveyances. Travellers would henceforth be forced to travel in a 

‘dingy dirty train’ with an engine like ‘some noxious reptile … a flying chimney will 

alone mark the distant movement of the traveller while the springing of an iron 

rattle, a profusion of black smoke and a hissing proclaim his approach.’420 NO 

RAILER uses the paraphrase of ‘noxious reptile’ here to better describe his 

repugnance to the train engine. Writers reflected on the rapidity of change from 
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travel by road to the faster, but more unsure travel by rail conveying intensified 

social misgivings. 

     One of the first writers and publishers to produce an informative guide to rail 

travel was Edward Mogg. Previously Mogg – from 1822 – had written and 

produced the popular editions of Paterson’s Roads informing the public of all the 

roads, turnpikes, inns, and places of interest that travel by road promoted. Mogg’s 

railway travel handbook (1840) includes a description of each town served by the 

railway. Mogg sought to record the effects that rail travel brought to the loss of the 

coaching industry by way of a sympathetic narrative of nostalgic understanding. In 

his position as editor of Paterson’s Roads, he was well placed to provide a 

reflective ‘intermingling’ of the just past with the cu rrent present of 1840: 

 

  Barnet … contained many inns … its connection with the  

  numerous stage coaches … furnished the chief employment 

  of its inhabitants … the ruin of which … has been accomplished 

  by the formation of the London and Birmingham railway.421  

 

He writes of similar sufferings in St Albans, Towcester, Daventry Chesterfield, 

Derby, York, Newcastle, Warrington, Coventry and Basingstoke, and of the ‘stage-

coach and posting establishments’ that ‘gave great employment, the whole of a 

which has been carried off by the introduction of railway travelling.’422 The 

handbook was written and published by Mogg when rail travel was very much in its 

infancy, and thus still precarious and controversial. Moggs’s comments regarding 

the ruin and injury sustained suggests that his sympathies are directed towards 

the coaching industry – mournful at its loss (or impending loss in some parts of the 

country). Also, Moggs’s genuine regard for coach employees is apparent when he 

writes that ‘travelling with railway trains will be found to be very different to 

journeying by coaches, where a well informed guard or intelligent driver … was at 

hand.’423 Despite the title of the book, praise for the new era of rail travel is 

conspicuous by its absence. Mogg appears to be dismayed at the devastation 
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caused to the coaching industry – but nonetheless equally willing, as the 

publication of his book indicates, not to dismiss the modernity of rail travel and 

seek a new market of travellers for his books. 

     In the same year that Mogg published his railway handbook, Dickens wrote The 

Posthumous Papers of The Pickwick Club. Mr Pickwick states his intention to 

travel in order to widen ‘the advancement of knowledge and the diffusion of 

learning.’424 He believes that his travels will involve him in some danger: 

               

   Travelling was in a troubled state, and the minds of coachmen 

              were unsettled. Let them look abroad, and contemplate the scenes 

              which were enacting around them. Stage coaches were upsetting 

              in all directions, horses were bolting, boats were overturning and  

              boilers were bursting.425 

 

Writing Pickwick initially in serial form (1835/36) Dickens was well aware that there 

was little hope left that ‘the troubled state’ of coaching would survive for many 

more years. Without mentioning steam engines or railway lines, he advises the 

reader that travel is in a period of transition.  

     Dickens’s knowledge of the growth of the railways and the detrimental effect 

this had had on the coaching industry inevitably influenced the narrative and 

dialogue of Pickwick Papers. Mr Pickwick’s speech reads as a warning of the 

impending doom. The claim that ‘the minds of coachmen were unsettled’ indicates 

that they could see the future of steam as a world in which they would be 

unemployed and play no part. Stage coaches described as ‘upsetting’ is actually a 

metaphor to describe the discarding of the mail and stage coaches. A writer in the 

Chelmsford Chronicle (1843) states that ‘coaches are already beginning to 

crumble into things that have been; and their bodies … are being seized by rural 

loving folk for the vulgar purpose of summer-houses. But a few days and they will 

all vanish … and leave not a trace behind.’426 The trace the writer is referring to is 

the straps or chains connecting coach and horse indicating that all the 

 
424 Charles Dickens, The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club  (London: Chapman & Hall, 1837) p. 3. 
425 Dickens, The Pickwick Papers, p. 3. 
426 ‘Eastern Counties’ Railway – The Last Days of The Coachmen’, Chelmsford Chronicle [on-line] (31st March 
1843) https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk  [accessed May 2019] p. 3. [n.a.] 

https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/


123 
 

paraphernalia connected with coaching would rot away as well. It was not just 

summer houses which they were used for but also farmers left them to rot in the 

yard allowing ducks and geese to benefit from what was left of them for shelter.427 

Portraying the coach as a ‘body’ being ‘seized’ evokes an image of  the coach 

being humiliated and captured suggesting that there was no defence from the 

railways.  

     Dickens describes the horses as ‘bolting’. The usage of ‘bolting’, as a 

hyperbole, is  a means of conveying the plight of the horses – many were 

slaughtered, and those that were left were often rendered as being left to starve as 

there was no money to feed them.428 NO RAILER (1824) writes that ‘the services 

of the most noble and useful of animals are to be scorned.’429 Horses were 

depicted in illustrations such as a lithograph entitled ‘Effects of the Railroad on the 

Brute Creation’ 1831 (artist unknown) as emancipated and reduced to begging 

and busking to obtain money for food.430 Horses were obviously paramount to the 

coaching industry. Gina Dorre states that ‘the cult of the horses is fundamental to 

the Pickwick Papers where hostlers, stage-coaches and English inns punctuate 

and promote the plot.’431 The popularity of images such as the lithograph example, 

demonstrated a sentimental concern towards the fate of the horses. Dorre states 

in the quotation taken from Pickwick regarding travelling as being ‘in a troubled 

state’, that Dickens ‘implies that a mysterious force was disrupting traditional 

means’, replacing the ‘natural source of locomotion … a revolution  was taking 

place.’432 Many contemporary members of society did consider trains an 

unnecessary disruption to what they perceived as the stable, reliable journeys on 

the road but, whether they considered it a revolution is debatable, as many also 

profited from railway speculation and were prepared to endure the discomfort and 

dangers of early rail travel. Nevertheless, revolution could also equally equate with 

the speed of change with which it had occurred. 

 
427 Appendix: (Page 262). The Leighton Brothers, ‘Past and Present’. (1845-1850). 
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    Dickens includes reference to the canals in the quote as ‘boats overturning’ 

alluding to the barge owners and employees who also lost business when freight 

started to be transported by rail. The ‘boilers were bursting’ refers to the steam 

engines that regularly exploded causing fear and injury. The replacement of coach 

and horses with steam engines was viewed, by many, with grave concerns. NO 

RAILER (1824) makes an appeal to the editor of Aria’s Birmingham Gazette: 

 

   Good Mr Editor … to avert the mass of evils … help by imagery, by 

   warnings, by ridicule, by anything to thwart the designs of these 

   speculations … if we must be slaves let it not be to Iron Masters.433 

 

The concerns, not only of this gentleman, and others, did not prevent the 

inevitable, as progress, through speculation, advanced at speed. Cassidy argues 

that Dickens, in Pickwick Papers:  

 

   Draws on the recent cultural experience of sudden change, which for 

   many authors of the period was encapsulated in the image of the stage 

   coach in order to enrich his first historical novel with a tangible 

   experience of transition.434  

 

Therefore, although Cassidy does not mention any particular passage in Pickwick, 

her observation is particularly relevant to the address Mr Pickwick gives at the 

inaugural meeting of The Pickwick Club. Cassidy argues that Dickens’s travel 

related writings are not drawn from any propensity towards a sentimental nostalgic 

narrative but rather a ‘depiction of superseded and superseding modes of travel’ 

providing ‘a productive interaction between old and new’ phases ‘of rapid 

transition.’435 It is not possible, though, to dismiss Dickens’s coaching related 

narratives as purely a means of providing dialogue connecting past and present. 

Dickens’s frequent employment of coaching, within articles and fiction, are 

portrayed with an honesty of reflection of all elements of road travel; regularly 

displaying a realistic sentiment of nostalgia for the coach and its associations. 
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     Dickens takes Mr Pickwick on a journey to Birmingham in order that he can 

describe the view that a passenger would see from a coach window or sitting atop 

the coach as he entered an industrial metropolis. A dispiriting depiction is given of 

fumes and dross emanating from the machines within the factories. It is dusk when 

the coach arrives, adding to the atmosphere of a grey, colourless, polluted town. 

By means of Mr Pickwick’s viewpoint, Dickens depicts ‘the dingy hue … the murky 

atmosphere, the path of cinders and dust, the deep red glow of furnace fires … 

dense smoke … blackening and obscuring everything around … the rushing of 

steam and the dead heavy clanking of the engines’ – stereotypical of an urban 

city.436 NO RAILER pleads with readers to ‘open our eyes before the accumulation 

of smoke [from factories and steam engines] renders it impossible for us to see,’ 

lamenting the loss of the present due to the destruction caused in the name of 

progress.437  

     Then, in contrast to urbanisation, Dickens presents his readers with a more 

pleasing panorama. The coach is now travelling through the countryside and again 

the views are witnessed by Mr Pickwick and his companions from atop of the 

coach as the journey continues toward the next village stage stop: 

 

  As the coach rolls swiftly past the field and orchards … groups of  

  women and children, … gathering scattered ears of corn, pause for an  

  instant … gaze upon the passengers … the reaper stops in his 

  work, and stands with folded arms, looking at the vehicle … . 

  The influence of a scene like this, was not lost upon the … mind 

  of Mr Pickwick.438  

 

By stating that Mr Pickwick is influenced by the scene he is witnessing, Dickens is 

portraying an idyllic, romanticised, representation of the countryside and of rural 

workers and their families who were soon to lose the spectacle and sounds of the 

stage coach passing through – despite Cassidy’s assertion that a sentimentalised 

form of nostalgia does not occur in Dickens’s fiction. Whereas, his description of 

the entry into Birmingham represents the reality of the present and the future. Just 
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two years after Dickens wrote The Pickwick Papers, author Thomas Miller states 

that  ‘the old roadside houses will fall to decay, and the picturesque little towns and 

villages will be forgotten.’439 By 1847, Miller also includes the loss of the country 

toll-gates in his nostalgic contemplations: 

 

  Numbered amongst the things that once were. Fire, and  

  smoke, and steep embankments and dark tunnels and  

  monotonous iron-bound roads will be all the Traveller has 

  to look upon instead of the rustic road-side house, and … 

  village. The … toll-house with its white gate and … the only 

  light seen for miles … will be swept away, for the Iron Age 

  has come.440 

 

The concerns of both Dickens and Miller are the subject of an article in 

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine (1843). The writer states that ‘every lane formed 

a “terminus” where a motion of the hand gave notice to the coachman that a 

passenger wished to get in’, and he acknowledges the fact that the coaching traffic 

‘was a source of prosperity to the whole neighbourhood.’441 Because the trains 

had bypassed many smaller towns and villages ‘the liveliness and bustle of all the 

villages and country towns are gone.’442 It is the silence that befalls the villages 

that is referred to frequently in any lament or nostalgic recall of the coaching days. 

     Pride, in the achievements of the coaching era, is another recurrent theme in 

terms of valorising the present and regretting how its loss would, and did, impact 

on society, thereby contributing a nostalgic approach to its demise. Coachman 

Jerry Drag speaks of pride: “them as ‘ave seen coaches … afore rails … came into 

fashion, ‘aves seen something worth remembering … they was the pride of the 

country, there wasn’t anything like them … to be found nowhere nor never will be 

again.”443 Although as a coach driver his opinion could be said to contain a natural 
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bias, this sense of pride is corroborated across various sources. In 1839 the writer 

of The Roads and Railroads states that ‘no stage-coaches in Europe are, taken as 

a whole, equal in comfort to those of England.’444 George Dodd reflects that 

coaches ‘going through—not past—towns and villages’ were enjoyed as a 

spectacle ‘where people ran to their doors and windows to see the vehicle’ and 

gaze ‘after it with a feeling of pride as it remained in view … in no other country 

was there such promptitude, such celerity of transit.’445 Dodd refers to the fact that 

the coaching era, in this country, was something that was often viewed with 

satisfaction: ‘travelling by mail or stage-coach was prosecuted with such speed 

and regularity as to make the roads a scene of continued animation and 

excitement.’446 For many people, especially those that lived in the villages, their 

circumstances and reliance on ease of travel had ceased with the arrival of the 

trains. But coaches, horses and drivers represented more than a means of 

transport, they exemplified a pattern of life, that included exuberance, anticipation 

of the arrival of the coach, the news, and passengers which provided a welcomed, 

noisy interlude into their daily lives. 

     Feelings of pride in the achievements of coaching are extolled by many writers 

including William Cobbett. In a letter ‘To the People of the U.S. of America’ (1816) 

in an edition of The Political Register he writes that ‘in everything where horses 

are the main instruments, the English … surpass all the rest of the world, that 

there is no room for comparison.’447 He describes a coach ready for departure as 

being ‘the finest sight in England … the vehicle itself, the harness … so strong, 

and clean … beautiful horses, impatient to be off. The inside full, and the outside 

covered in every part with men, women, children, boxes, bags and bundles.’448 He 

tells his English readers that he has included the stage coach description because 

he wants people to appreciate ‘your energy and your creative industry, specimens 

of the real causes of that national strength.’449 Although emotions relating to the 

loss of coaching were written about or alluded to by individual writers, they do not 
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necessarily always infer criticism of the present or future age. But, they do indicate 

awareness of pride in the national achievement that coaching wrought and were 

saddened by its loss. 

      Cobbett is just one of many writers who attributed the success of the coaches 

as something uniquely English; worthy of promotion as a symbolic success of 

Englishness. In 1823 a gentleman writing in The Mirror describes the ‘mail-coach 

establishment, by far the most public arrangement attempted and carried into 

practice … what part of Europe could do the same.’450 Pride, therefore, could be 

an individual or collective response to localised impressions of coaching or could 

encompass a viewpoint of national pride within a wider framework. Bradfield 

attributes the feelings of pride to the fact that ‘in this country the best stage 

coaches were very perfect machines, and the arrangements by which they were 

conducted … were extremely complete.’451 Pride in coaching, incorporated within 

literary texts, reveal an affectionate form of nostalgia in order to promote 

something considered a quintessential unique depiction of the country. Thomas 

De Qu incey’s famous essay ‘The English Mail Coach’ (1849) describes his pride in 

a typical nightly scene when the coaches were being prepared to depart to various 

destinations throughout the country: ‘On any night the spectacle was beautiful. 

The absolute perfection of all the appointments about their carriage … brilliant 

cleanliness … beautiful simplicity … magnificence of the horses.’452 An emphasis 

on the word ‘any’ conveys the opinion that the spectacle was excellent every night.  

     In 1844 Benjamin Disraeli, MP, wrote a political novel particularly aimed at the 

younger generation of Tory politicians. It was called Coningsby or The New 

Generation. He describes the arrival of a coach as a ‘peculiar and most animating 

spectacle … the foaming and curvetting leaders, the wheelers more steady and 

glossy … the triumphant bugle of the the guard … the star struck crowd’, which 

‘altogether made a picture which one recollects with cheerfulness, and misses now 

in many a dreary market town.’453 Like De Quincey, his images of coaching are of 

vibrancy, breathing life into otherwise quiet market towns and villages. As a Tory 
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politician, his opinions obviously reflect the collective Tory political stance on the 

loss of coaching, in particular the disruption in the countryside and the effects on 

country houses where railway lines were laid and embankments raised. He does, 

though, express a communal associative memory of sounds and colour relating to 

coaching without actually denouncing the growth of the railways. 

     Charles Dickens describes pride in the turnout of the coaches from a different 

perspective than that of an onlooker – the ostlers and stable hands – those 

responsible for ensuring that the appearance of the coach and horses were worthy 

of feelings of pride. In his novel Nicholas Nickelby Dickens describes a journey on 

board a coach that is taking Nicholas, school boys and headmaster Mr Squeers, to 

a Yorkshire boarding School. The coach leaves amongst ‘the calm approval of all 

the judges of coaches and coach-horses who congregated at the Peacock [a busy 

London Inn] but more especially of the helpers, who stood with the cloths over 

their arms watching the coach’ until it had finally disappeared from view, and ‘then 

lounged admiringly stable-wards, bestowing various gruff encomiums on the 

beauty of the turn-out.’454 Members of the lower class played an integral part in the 

efficiency and safe running of the coaches. This implies that Dickens believes that 

their feelings of pride were just as important as those of the drivers, guards, 

onlookers and coach proprietors.  

     Dickens also singles out a mail guard. In the same year that Dickens wrote 

Nicholas Nickelby, he also resigned as editor of his magazine, Bentley’s 

Miscellany. He entitled the article that he wrote ‘Famil iar Epistle From Parent to a 

Child’. He is referring to Bentley’s as being the child and himself the father as he 

had launched the magazine. Written in 1839 he comments that ‘we have fallen 

upon strange times and live in days of constant shifting and changes.’455 It is a 

reiteration of the metaphorical comments in Pickwick, regarding travelling being in 

a troubled state. He writes of a journey by mail train when he falls ‘into another 

train … of reflection’, the trigger for which is the sight of the ‘disconsolate 

demeanour’ of the mail train guard.456 The guard is walking ‘slowly and sadly’ and 

Dickens becomes that guard as he imagines what the thoughts are in the mind of 
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the guard: ‘the old road-side public house — the blazing fire — the glass of 

foaming ale — the buxom hand-maid — the admiring hangers-on of tap-room and 

stable.’457 Dickens then describes how the outfit of a coach guard of scarlet coat 

and golden lace is now ‘tarnished with ignoble smoke’ and ‘flakes of soot’, and 

through his eyes, Dickens surmises that he is ‘thinking of the coachman.’458 The 

livery uniform of red and gold of the mail coach guard was much admired. His 

appearance here is defined as an antithesis of the pride the guard would have 

once felt when dressed in his uniform. 

      Although Dickens is writing about the sight and thoughts of a mail guard, it is 

also a portrayal of his own concerns regarding coming to terms with the rapidity of 

change. His success as an author is still in its infancy and in leaving Bentley’s he 

is relinquishing a part of his life of which he was obviously proud. It is change, the 

prospect of the unknowable future and what it will hold that appears to incite these 

reminiscences. He signs the article off as ‘an old coachman, BOZ,’ an indication 

that not only does he feel sadness and loss at passing Bentley’s onto a new editor, 

but he equates his immediate nostalgic feeling of melancholy with that of a 

coachman.459  

     As coaching was drawing to a close the writer of ‘The Last Days of The 

Coachman’ paid tribute to the drivers’ who took pride in their profession: ‘we 

cannot part with our civil, obliging, gentlemanly friends of the road, without a 

feeling of regret and an expression of gratitude for the benefits they have done 

us.’460 A reflection of thanks to the drivers indicates a contemporary empathy 

towards their loss and an acknowledgment of their contribution to travel before the 

railways. Coachmen, with their flamboyant dress and equally jovial personalities, 

were as much a part of British culture as the coaches they had driven.  

     The roads were also a significant source of national pride due to their 

professional construction and maintenance. They were extolled by travellers but it 

soon became obvious that without the toll fees collected from the coaches passing 

through, the roads would quickly fall into disrepair. Wildrake wrote a number of 

articles for The New Sporting Magazine including a series called ‘Scenes in The 

 
457 Dickens, ‘Familiar Epistle From a Parent to a Child’, p. 219. 
458 Dickens, ‘Familiar Epistle From a Parent to a Child’, p. 219. 
459 Dickens, ‘Familiar Epistle From a Parent to a Child’, p. 220. 
460 ‘Eastern Counties Railways – ‘railway railways The Last Days of The Coachman’, p. 3. [n.a.] 



131 
 

Sporting World’. Number 5 in the series was entitled ‘Scenes on The Road’. At the 

time he wrote it (1841) coaching was swiftly coming to an end in most parts of the 

country. He writes that ‘time was—-when THE ROAD stood forth as one of the 

most striking, and by no means the least glorious of our national peculiarities.’461 

The money raised for road building and maintenance was largely due to a vast 

system of toll gates organised by Turnpike syndicates. He ends the piece with a 

farewell to the coaches: ‘Farewell the loaded coach and full way bill’, and ends 

with ‘pride, pomp, and circumstances of glorious roads.’462 The full way bill refers 

to all the passengers booked on the coach, an indication of economical success. 

     In 1840, when Dickens published Master Humphrey’s Clock, parts of the 

country would still have had a coaching service. Dickens reintroduces the 

characters of Tony Weller and son Sam – and is thus able to give a coachman’s 

individual reaction to the railways. Tony has now retired due to gout, but the text 

suggests that he will always be a coachman – it is part of his existence. Dodds 

observes, in 1861, that ‘coachmen of the Weller school still live to tell the deeds of 

the crack teams.’463 In 1840 the controversy over the railways, epitomised by 

those embracing the changes and those against them and many oscillating 

between, was still of major concern. Tony’s view is “that the rail is unconstitutional 

and an inwaser o’privileges, and I should very much like to know what that ‘ere old 

Carter as once stood up for our liberties … vould say if he was alive now…”464 

Tony is referring to the Magna Carta, although he believes it was a ‘Mr Carter’ who 

established democratic human rights. Tony suggests that his rights as an 

individual have been stripped away due to the destruction of coaching by the 

railways.  

      Dickens may have been suggesting government involvement in the speed in 

which railway contracts were awarded. A former coach driver confirms that 

governmental interference was instrumental in the devastation experienced within 

the coaching industry, regretting the governmental policy of allowing so many 

railway lines to be opened simultaneously. If it had been achieved by a more 

gradual process then ‘those connected with the road would not have suffered, as 
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they did, many being utterly ruined.’465 He also thought that many would not have 

been aware of the ‘misery caused by railways to innkeepers, coachman, guards, 

post boys, ostlers, as it all came to pass so suddenly.’466 He personally lamented 

such an untimely demise of coaching because ‘in 1830 it had scarcely reached 

perfection, and in 1840 it came to an end, as railways in all directions were opened 

that year.’467 The general nostalgic lamenting for the loss of coaching can, at least, 

be then partially attributed to the swift, devastating demise of an industry that had 

been the trigger for fast, efficient movement around the country for all members of 

society. 

     The coachman was not alone in his recognition of the distress and hardship 

many endured due to the speed of change. A journalist reporting on the new 

London & Birmingham Rail Road (1833), acknowledges that the progress of trains 

had caused injury to ‘a class of persons who have been of essential service to the 

public—we mean the coach proprietor, and the many hard working members of 

their numerous establishments.’468 The rapidity of change and ‘sudden 

transformation’ might well have contributed to the prompting of ‘a reaction of loss 

and longing’ as ‘nostalgia is, in part, an emotion of cultural displacement.’469 

Cassidy confirms the argument that nostalgia can, in part, be attributed to not only 

meteoric changes in society but also in the deprivation of the pride felt in the once   

perceived cultural symbols. The writer of 1833 reflects nostalgically that however 

successful the trains became they would never banish the emotion of pride felt of 

the accomplishments of the coaching industry: ‘nothing can be more unique of its 

kind or more truly English.’470 The writer is indicating a warmth of feeling for a 

recent past that had already achieved ennobling status in the minds of men. The 

landscape of England virtually changed overnight as the sights and sounds of 

coaching disappeared and the railways arrived. 

      Dickens writes of a coach driver’s personal emotions embodied in the 

character of Tony Weller. He muses as to whether rail travellers who will no longer 
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go through the toll gates or experience the change of horses and inn stops are 

deprived of “the honour and dignity of ‘travelling,” and where can that be “without a 

coachman; and wot’s the rail to sich coachmen and guards … but an outrage and 

a insult.”471 Tony’s outburst is not only a personalised opinion – he represents all 

the members of the elite fraternity of coach drivers rallying against the manner in 

which they have been driven off the road and forced to travel by rail. Tony 

perceives it as a personal insult to all coach drivers of the loss of their liberties and 

forced to travel by engine: “a nasty wheezin,’ creaking, gasping, puffin, bustin’ 

monster, always out o’breath….”, and he remarks about the screaming of 

passengers in “wery greatest extremity o’danger.”472 Dickens would have been 

well aware of the numerous rail accidents, reported within contemporary 

newspapers. In an article in the Journal of the Belles Lettres, in 1840, the writer 

describes a passenger’s journey on a train where ‘you dare not look out of the 

window’ because of the smoke that comes from the engine or because you might 

lose your head in ‘one of the windows of the down train.’473 The passengers:  

   

  Ride for hours in utter damp and darkness, through awful pipes of bricks, 

  that have been run pitilessly through the bowels of gentle Mother Earth; 

  the cast-iron Frankenstein of an engine gallops on, puffing and 

  screaming – does any man pretend to say that he enjoys the journey? … 

  you may die … the engine may explode … and up you go with it … all this 

  you must bear for the privilege of travelling at twenty miles per hour.474  

 

The fear of death or injury when travelling by train would undoubtably have 

contributed to reminiscences of coaching as being a more pleasurable, safer, 

albeit slower, means of travel. The railway engine, in this instance, is portrayed as 

a metaphor of Victor Frankenstein, the creator of an unnatural being in Mary 

Shelley’s novel Frankenstein – written in 1818 – its depiction implying that the 

engine is a man made creation – an equally terrifying aberration like the monster 

in Frankenstein. Dickens comments on the rail accidents through the character of 
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Tony. Tony is contrasting pride in the care that he, and other coach drivers, took to 

ensure the safety of their passengers with the impersonal travel by train which 

lacked the distinctive concerns of coach drivers. 

     Nostalgia for the loss of coaching included the ‘disappearance’ of enjoyment of 

one of the busiest times of the year – the inn yards at Christmas. For many the 

coaches epitomised the cheery, colourful, exuberant time of the year. NO RAILER, 

in his letter to the editor of Aria’s Birmingham Gazette, followed his plea to the 

editor requesting his assistance with the fight against the spread of railways, when 

he writes that if nothing is done to stop the speculators then they ‘would take from 

the people of this fine country all hopes of another merry Christmas.’475 The 

reasons for his concerns can be found in a number of sources. In newspapers 

written during the coaching years, descriptions can be found of the bustle and 

excitement in the yards of the coaching inns, as parcels, game and all manner of 

goods for delivery for Christmas, were loaded onto and into the coaches.  

     In the Bristol Mirror (1830) the writer states that on Christmas Eve afternoon in 

the yard of The White Horse, Fetter Lane in London, the loading of the coaches 

with ‘parcels, baskets and hampers … presented an extraordinary spectacle. The 

front office and several back offices and warehouses were literally crammed with 

Christmas fare baskets,’ ready for loading onto the coaches.476 Meanwhile also 

attempting to enter the busy yard were coaches laden with ‘delicate and choice 

meats’, their sides ‘packed up and hung round with baskets,’ all of which had been 

collected up around the country for delivery in London.477 Coach driver Alexander 

Andrew’s memories include the ‘glorious sights of the Norfolk coaches at 

Christmas-tide, with their six horses and outriders, swaying … under their load of 

game and turkeys.’478 The Morning Post reported in December 1829 that ‘during 

Wednesday and Thursday all the coaches on the Western road from Bath, 

Hereford, Exeter etc., and on the Norfolk and Yarmouth roads, were laden, inside 

and out, with baskets, and parcels, containing turkeys and Christmas fare.’479 
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There are also numerous advertisements in the newspapers informing the public 

of the arrangements for the extra Christmas goods to be transported, such as one 

in the Royal Newmarket and London Mail stating that ‘extra conveyances will be 

provided … for the purpose of carrying CHRISTMAS PRESENTS etc., to 

London.’480 It is clear from the many reports concerning transportation of 

Christmas paraphernalia and passengers that Christmas would have been so 

closely associated with the coaching era.  

     Christmas was a powerful conduit for evocation of feelings of happiness, 

excitement and wonder, particularly in the early nineteenth century when holidays 

were few – with Christmas providing a time for indulgence and relaxation, if only 

for one day. The coach became a symbol for this important time of year, thus 

giving rise to sentimental feelings that without the coaches Christmas would cease 

to exist in its present form. Immediate and subsequent nostalgic reminiscences 

were a derivative of memories of the liveliness attached to the coaching yards at 

Christmas. These pleasures, that incorporated the collective as well as the 

individual experiences of Christmas, would be lost with the impersonal travel by 

train. The instant nostalgia associated with Christmas resurfaced in the early 

twentieth century. Images of a coach with passengers and parcels travelling 

through snow appeared on the front of Christmas journals and cards, continuing 

on cards through to the 1970s-80s. The coach re-emerged as a representation or 

symbol for a happy, contented Christmas.481 

     Dickens also depicts imagery of Christmas by describing a journey that Mr 

Pickwick and his friends take to travel at Christmas. The passengers are wrapped 

up in ‘great coats, shawls and comforters,’ ready to climb atop the ‘Muggleton’ 

stage coach.482 Tony Weller is the coach driver for the journey and after he and 

the guard have struggled to squeeze a large cod into the boot of the coach, much 

to the amusement of the ‘porters and by-standers’ and passengers, the 

Pickwickians climb the ladder to board the coach and ‘the helpers pull the horse-

cloths off, the coachman shouts a cheery “All Right”, and away they go.’483 
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Dickens describes the sound of the wheels skimming over ‘hard and frosty ground 

… the horses tossing their heads and rattling the harness as if in exhilaration at 

the rapidity of the motion.’484 He writes of the ‘lively notes of the guard’s key 

bugle’, and the villagers who leave their fireside to watch the coach pass 

through.485 The cacophony and picturesque scene building is an evocation of an 

exhilarating, merry, noisy time of the year. The sequence of events of loadin g 

produce, passengers, all of whom are dressed suitably for a winter journey, and 

the sounds of the coach’s departure plus the excitement of the villagers, who 

watch it leave, accord with many newspaper articles of the day which described 

the Christmas coaches.486 

     The Pickwickians arrive safely at their destination for Christmas where after a 

rousing song called ‘The Christmas Carol’, the snow begins to fall heavily. The 

narrative is representative of a shared experience; from bystanders enjoying the 

pageant of watching a coach being loaded, the descriptions of the passengers 

who are relishing the winter sights seen on the journey, the warmth of a fireside at 

the inn after the coach’s arrival, and the falling of snow. Dickens’s combination of 

these elements construct a nostalgic image of the perfect Christmas. Christmas 

scenes depicting all these elements were popular with contemporary artists and 

literary writers. Washington Irving describes a journey he made at Christmas time 

by coach. ‘The coach was crowded inside and out with passengers … hampers of 

game and baskets and boxes of delicacies’, and the driver has a ‘large bunch of 

Christmas greens … in the button-hole of his coat.’ 487 The driver portrayed as an 

embodiment of the figurative Santa Claus. Lively, graphic descriptions of 

Christmas, of both Dickens and Washington, helped capture the animation of 

some of the collective occurrences experienced by many members of the 

population. The busy eclectic time of year, that the coaching industry had 

encapsulated, disappeared for the rest of the century until reimagined in imagery 

on Christmas cards, biscuit tins and advertising posters in the early twentieth 

century. 
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Coaching Nostalgia, up to 30 years after the demise of coaching. 

 

This time lapse in remembrance of coaching is reflected within literary works. 

Experience and knowledge of rail travel, and how the disruption and changes in 

the landscape impacted on individuals and nostalgic reflection, is apparent in the 

way it is depicted by various writers. In William Makepeace Thackeray’s novel 

Vanity Fair, set during and after the Napoleonic wars, nostalgia surfaces in a 

wistful, episodic memory. Thackeray sets Becky Sharp off on a coach journey and 

states that ‘the writer of these pages’ who has covered the same journey, ‘cannot 

but think of it with a sweet and tender regret.’488 The ‘tender regret’ appears to be 

a pensive reminder to himself when he is writing of Becky’s coach journey – a 

memento of a past that gives him pleasure to recall. He continues with reference 

to Dickens’s popular character from Pickwick – coach driver Tony: ‘Is old Weller 

alive or dead?’489 He writes that drivers, ostlers and all others associated with 

coaching will be ‘as much legend and history as Nineveh, Coeur de Lion, or Jack 

Shepard. For them [present and future generations] stage-coaches will have 

become romances.’490 Thackeray includes horses in his recollections: ‘ah how 

their tails shook, as with smoking sides at the stage’s end they demurely walked 

away into the inn yard … we shall never hear the horn sing at midnight or see the 

pike-gates fly open.’491 At this point Thackeray concludes his nostalgic interlude 

and returns to writing about Becky and her journey. Eleven years later Thackeray 

wrote a series of articles called the Roundabout Papers from 1859-1863. By this 

time, between eleven and fourteen years after he wrote Vanity Fair, he has gained 

knowledge as to the impact the laying down of railway lines had on altering the 

landscape of the land. In the essay entitled ‘De Juventute’ (1860) Thackeray writes 

about the many homes that were demolished to make way for the proposed routes 

for the lines, and the general misery that this had caused to those concerned. ‘I tell 

you it was firm under our feet once and not long ago. They have raised the railway 

embankment and shut off the old world behind.’492 He refers to the security of the 
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world which he had known which, now, appears to be shifting in time at an 

unstoppable pace, thus consequently producing the illusion of modernity. The 

villagers, and inhabitants within, hidden from sight, and the past seemingly erased. 

Usage of the word ‘our’ indicates that, as Alice Crossley states, his nostalgic 

delving into the past are ‘personal reminiscences’ that nonetheless operate ‘as an 

invitation to shared experience which assumes a collective consciousness.’493 He 

is, therefore, voicing opinions that encompass, not only his personal emotions of 

nostalgic remembrance, but also deliberately claiming to voice those of others of 

his generation by portraying a unification of feeling.  

     Thackeray would have witnessed the detriment caused to village life; blaming 

the achievements of the modernity of rail travel. He writes that if you climbed up 

the embankment ‘there is no other side … the place of the past has been cut off by 

rails.’494 The high embankment is a metaphor for the loss of movement, and a 

sense of temporal discontinuity as stability between past and present is lost. Many 

of those living in villages who would no longer possess the freedom of travel by 

coach. It is also a reference to the villages that would be forgotten – no longer 

traversed, as railway speculators appeared to look only to the modernity of the 

future disregarding any destruction of the present. In ‘De Juventute’, Thackeray 

suggests a ‘collective consciousness’ about the loss of the coaches, but in Vanity 

Fair, he wrote of an associative personal memory which is triggered by the writing 

of the coach journey upon which Becky embarks.495 The ‘collective consciousness’ 

of mourning regarding the loss of landscape, sits alongside his more reflective, 

enhanced nostalgic remembrance of a past journey undertaken by coach.  

     Author, Thomas Hughes, in his introduction to Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857) 

also comments on the loss to the countryside: ‘this is the day of large views and 

glorious humanity … but I wish … that that confounded Great Western hadn’t 

carried away Alfred’s Hill to make an embankment.’496 The reference to the ‘large 

views and glorious humanity’ would appear to be a sarcastic reflection of the 

continual changes that mankind pursues in the name of modernity. Hughes later 
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refers to directors of the railway companies as ‘those gigantic jobbers and bribers’, 

suggesting the corruption within government regarding decisions about which 

railway schemes were to be approved.497 The inference, by Hughes, is that the 

process of granting permission to particular railway speculators was undemocratic 

and led by monetary gains. The immediate nostalgic reactions as to the demise of 

the industry centred around feelings of disbelief in the velocity of destruction in 

terms of deserted inns, destroyed horses, loss of employment and forgotten 

villages. With the lapse of time, nostalgia now encompassed knowledge of the loss 

of landscape, the extent of governmental participation in its destruction, and 

significant experience of railway journeys. 

     In the novel The Ladder of Gold (1850), Robert Bell, displays a similar picture 

when he writes that rail tracks would:  

 

    Enclose the land in a metallic net-work. The country traversed and 

    dissected by iron roads … mountains were to be cut through … valleys 

    were to be lifted … parks and gardens were to be broken into … the 

    shrieking engine’, would carry ‘the riot of the town into … pastoral life.’498  

 

‘Iron roads’ (railway lines) and the shrill noise of the engines and stench of smoke 

would disrupt the peace of the countryside. Trains would not pass through villages, 

where once the arrival of the coach was heralded by the sound of the guard’s 

horn. The established routines of rural life were about to change as a particular 

way of life would cease to exist. Like Thackeray, Bell writes of the loss to 

individuals who suffered where railway tracks were laid: ’physical obstacles and 

private rights were straws under the chariot-wheels of the Fire King.’499 Bells’s 

usage of metaphors exemplifies the power of the railways and speculators as 

rulers of a new way of modern life across the country that did not include 

guardianship of villages and landscape. 

     In a book written sixteen years after The Ladder of Gold, author, Frances 

Browne, born in 1816, would have been in her twenties when coaching was 

coming to an end. Her novel, The Hidden Sin (1866), is a fictional autobiography 
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of an elderly man which commences with accounts of his boyhood. The gentleman 

writes that: ‘yes, it may be an old man’s prejudices, but I hold one saw more … of 

men and manners … and more of the fresh winds of life … in a journey of any 

length, by stage or mail’, and this is because by rail ‘the screech of the steam and 

the thunder of the engine’, and the speed of the train means that there is no time 

to take note of anything ‘in art or nature.’500 He continues by commenting upon the 

fact that the multitude of passengers on trains have lost ‘their individualities’, that 

life has become ‘too great a scurry for either thought or enjoyment.’501 He recalls 

the sight of the coaching inns where ‘every soul looked out for the coming coach’, 

of the ‘news to be heard and new scenes to be met with.’502 His narration focuses 

on the collective enjoyment felt in the anticipation of the approach of the coach, 

the meeting of other passengers and the freedom of fresh air and scenic 

discoveries. He contrasts the alacrity of coaching with that of the featureless 

individual who travels by train with no inclination to enjoy discourse with other 

passengers and no time to contemplate or enjoy the passing landscape. With an 

acknowledgement that, as he is now elderly, he might be accused of a form of 

nostalgic bias towards a past form of travel, in his view it was a quieter, more 

agreeable, dignified pace of life. In reality the coaching era was anything but quiet. 

The sound of the guard’s horn, the horses hooves and the hubbub surrounding a 

stage stop were, in part, one of the reasons why it was oft portrayed in terms of 

the silence that fell upon the villages. The gentleman is contrasting these 

harmonious sounds with the shriek of the train guard’s whistle and the sounds of 

the steam engine on the iron rails – which he relates as being unpleasant to his 

ears. He is now an old man, who dislikes the hubbub and pace of modern life. 

Therefore the author equates his nostalgic recall by providing him with only 

pleasant memories of his now lost youth. Unlike the narratives in either Thackeray 

or Hughes where destruction of the landscape is the main feature of their 

revocation, Browne’s protagonist portrays a broader nostalgic picture of coaching 

passenger interaction, and a chance to immerse oneself within the terrain as it 

passed by at a more dignified pace. 
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     In 1866 trains were still disliked by some – as portrayed by Browne in her novel 

The Hidden Sin – or viewed with suspicion due to the noise, speed, accidents, and 

also concerns of women travelling alone by train. In The Railway Travellers Handy 

Book of 1862, apart from general advice about the safest carriage (First-Class) in 

which to sit in case of accident or collision and sitting with your back to the engine 

due to the danger of ‘dust and ashes constantly flying about’, it advises, that, if a 

woman a male relative was required to make sure you were safe in a carriage with 

other women as ‘departure is the most harassing part of the journey.’503 Therefore, 

it would appear that only the rich could sit in the safer carriages and that women 

were not only very nervous about travelling by train but actually needed a male 

chaperone to see them safely aboard. The book even advocates that if you were a 

woman travelling alone then, ‘she should place herself under the care of one of the 

policemen’, which is a very different situation from the one experienced by women 

who travelled by coach.504 In a letter to her friend, Cara Bray, George Eliot 

describes a journey, by rail, from Coventry to London. She is the only person in 

her carriage until a gentleman enters whom she surmises is a cleric. Before this 

realisation, her mind ‘thought of all horrible stories of madmen in railways’, so was 

relieved when he turned out not to be one of them.505 Nostalgia, hidden in this 

context of female safety, is a reminder of a collective gender appreciation 

regarding the safety aspect provided by coach travel.   

     In the same year that Francis Browne wrote The Hidden Sin, George Eliot 

wrote the novel Felix Holt. Unlike Browne, this is not fictional autobiography, or 

attempt at personal memory construction through nostalgia. Felix Holt, is set in the 

year of the great Reform Act of 1832, a time when the coaching industry was 

beginning to feel the affects of the advance of travel by rail. In the introduction Eliot 

constructs an episodic journey from the elevated view atop a coach to in order to 

describe typical scenes of town and country; establishing a sense of time and 

place in England. Eliot’s approach to nostalgia is by means of a journey which 

attempts to annex the past and present with concerns of the future. Dames states 

that nostalgia ‘to a particular datum’ is a ‘unique characteristic of nostalgia’s ‘ability 
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to act as a narrative in time’, as demonstrated by Eliot in the introduction to Felix 

Holt.506 Born in 1819 Eliot would have been a child during the peak of the coaching 

days but would no doubt have her own episodic reminiscences about the sights 

and sounds of the coaches and the era in which she sets her novel. She writes to 

her publisher, John Blackwood, that ‘my own recollections of it are childish’ but 

reassures him of the research that she has undertaken at the British Museum, ‘to 

be sure of as many details as I could.’507 She reaches ‘out to the industrial, social 

and political developments that were forming early Victorian England,’ by way of a 

coaching narrative that furnished chances for interaction  with aspects of early 

nineteenth century life.508 

     Victorian biographer Mrs Herrick believes that although George Eliot is 

‘essentially modern in her mode of thought … she has given us one of the most 

vivid pictures of past days which can be found in l iterature.’509 Less sentimental  

than would be supposed from Mrs Herrick’s view that the writing contains ‘a charm 

about old times, old customs, old habits of thought and mode of life, which appeals 

to the aesthetic in all of us,’ it denotes an inclusive portrayal of town and country in 

parts of Britain in 1832.510 The journey Eliot describes is along one of the main 

Midlands coaching turnpike roads. A passenger sits atop the coach and the 

scenes he passes are viewed and discussed through the voice of a narrator. 

Coaching provides perspective and evokes a period of time that had passed into 

the fairly recent past. The rhythm of the coach travelling along the road is a device 

employed by Eliot to narrate a backdrop to Felix Holt of landscape, people and 

culture representative of a time in pre-Victorian England. 

     She begins by setting the date of ‘five-and-thirty years ago when the glory had 

not yet departed from the old coach-road’, and fills the first paragraph with the 

evocation of colourful spectacle: ‘the great road-side inns … brilliant with well 

polished tankards … the smiling glances of pretty barmaids … the repartee of 

jocose hostlers … the mail announced by the merry notes of the horn.’511 Eliot 
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constructs a collective image of rural workers when she writes that ‘the hedge-

cutter or the rick thatcher,’ would know the ‘exact hour’ by the ‘meteoric apparition 

of the pea-green Tally Ho or the yellow Independent’,  describing the temporary 

brilliance of the passing coach.512 Eliot includes the elderly folk who are 

sentimentally reminded of a time pre-coaching, when the slow form of transport 

was the pack-horses and the sound ‘of the tinkling of their bells on this very 

highway.’513 The pack-horses gave way to the expedition of coaches just as the 

coaches gave way to the velocity of the trains. The evocation of coaching, as a 

means of identifying nostalgic concerns prevalent to 1832, has produced an 

associative reflection of an earlier period. The coaches, horses, and sounds of the 

horn provide a wistful nostalgic reminder, to those who can remember, of the 

melodic sound of bells as the pack-horses travelled along the same road as the 

coaches. Eliot suggests that any period in time can evoke a nostalgic reverie of 

bygone days.  

     The omniscient narrator describes the scenes he witnesses. The early 

agreeable view of the countryside changes to depict unsavoury elements of rural 

conditions caused by the inadequacy of the electoral system and ineffectual 

politicians. The narrator names Birmingham, an ever growing industrial town, as 

being ‘unrepresented in Parliament … unrepealed corn -laws, three-and-sixpenny 

letters, a brawny and many – breeding pauperism, and other departed evils; but 

there were some pleasant things too, which have also departed.’514 Eliot 

intermingles harsh realities of life in England in 1832 together with romanticised 

evocations denotative of an awareness that there is no ‘perfect’ time in history. 

The passenger travelling atop the coach was witness to distressing outlooks as 

well as the scenic views usually embedded within coaching narratives. 

     Eliot tells young people not to assume that they have the best of all things and 

although ‘posterity may be shot, like a bullet through a tube by atmospheric 

pressure’ (this metaphorical description is a reference to the speed, not only of 

innovations, but the velocity that trains will eventually achieve in the future) ‘but the 

old-fashioned way of getting from one end of our country to the other is the better 
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thing to have in memory.’515 It is the author expressing a retrospective view of the 

retention of memories of the time of coach travel inferring that a ‘tube-journey can 

never lend much to picture and narrative; it is barren as an exclamatory O!’516 The 

coach motif yields a plethora of all-inclusive material, that travel by rail lacked, 

and, due to the pace of travel, a harmony of oneness with all that one witnessed 

atop the coach.  

     Eliot articulates views of life in a idyllic countryside in order to convey a stark 

contrast with the urban sprawl of modernity. Ruth Livesey states that she is 

displaying ‘a belief in local attachment and custom as a centre of being: a radical 

commitment to documenting the detail of everyday rural life.’517 The literary 

construction of the coach portrays a symbolic reconstruction of a way of life in the 

country, already dramatically in transit when Eliot wrote Felix Holt. Raymond 

Williams states that Eliot includes these evocative descriptions of life in the country 

in order to show that ‘manufacturing and railways’ would ‘destroy this old 

England.’518 Holding on to an idealised reimagining of a past time, Eliot suggests a 

condemnation of the relentless industrial revolution for the changes wrought in an 

England that many sought to retain. The coach facilitated an  effective 

denouncement of industrial impairment in connection with rural lives and land. 

     Eliot informs her readers that a passenger atop a coach could write enough  

episodes about the town, country and people of England, to fill ‘a modern 

Odyssey’, referring to the many sights, sounds and incidents experienced, 

indicative of a journey by coach.519 Eliot’s fictional journey commences by the river 

Avon and will complete by the river Trent. Descriptions are given of  ‘silvered 

meadows’, ‘golden corn-ricks,’ ‘long blackberry branches,’ ‘white with May,’ ‘pale-

pink dog roses,’ ‘purple blossomed ruby-berried nightshade,’and ‘pale-green 

hearts and white trumpets of the honeysuckle.’520 Eliot deftly evokes the natural 

hues that you might witness atop a coach in the Spring; a forever changing, 

seasonal spectacle of hues. But, again, the romantic imagery has morphed; near 
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the hedgerows are sad, dismal cottages of the rural poor because the politicians 

have not saved them from the poverty of enclosures, mechanisation and the 

growing wealth of the urban towns.  

     The view from the coach oscillates between scenes of poverty and neglect, to 

ones of prosperity and contentment. She writes of the ‘trim, cheerful villages, … 

the tinkle of the blacksmith’s anvil … the wheelwright putting the last touch to a 

blue cart,’ as the coach travels onwards to an agricultural part of the countryside 

where the more affluent farmers worked the land. This was due to the Corn Laws, 

put in place after the end of the Napoleonic wars, which artificially kept domestic 

grain prices high in order to benefit the farmers by placing trade restrictions on 

imported grain. It was the poor who suffered because they could not afford the 

high prices. Livesey argues that Eliot is telling her readers in 1866 that it would not 

be wise to assume that the past is ‘a stable place for retreat’ or that any ‘single 

uprising or reform … has an enduring effect on national life.’521 Eliot continually 

alludes to, or warns, that the past is not always better than the present. She 

signifies that her inclusion of both urban and rural locations is because in the 

Midlands the ‘traveller passed rapidly from one phase of English life to another,’ 

implying that she chose this particular area of the country in order to achieve 

authenticity.522 Livesey describes this journey undertaken in 1832 as ‘a patchwork 

of contiguous halts in the movement towards present modernity … the passenger 

on the box passes through time as well as space … from sleepy field to pit village 

full of unrest.’523 The kaleidoscopic scenes, witnessed from the coach, encompass 

views from a recent past to views of a developing future. The flow of time and 

scope of imagery changes as the coach progresses on its journey. Readers are 

invited to share in constructed nostalgic memories and, conversely, unsavoury 

reminders of civic and constitutional imbalance. 

    Towards the end of the introduction Eliot turns her attention to the coach driver 

who ‘was an excellent traveling companion,’ as he knew all about the landscape; 

the people who lived in the grand houses they passed; who was for and who was 

against reform.’524 The character of a coach driver who is knowledgeable and 

 
521 LIvesey, Writing the Stage-Coach Nation, p. 183. 
522 Eliot, Felix Holt, p. 9.  
523 Livesey, Writing the Stage Coach Nation, p. 183. 
524 Eliot, Felix Holt, p. 11. 



146 
 

informative is an important device, incorporated by Eliot, in order to establish 

information about the Transome family in preparation for the novel to commence. 

She writes of the driver’s genial nature: ‘well warmed within and without, and who 

held a position of easy, undisputed authority,’ which Eliot then transposes from a 

description of a coachman during the coaching era and conversely the changes in 

his profession wrought by the train.525 The narrator surmises that the ‘initiation of 

railways had embittered him; he now, as in a perpetual vision, saw the ruined 

country strewn with shattered limbs,’ he looked ‘before him with the blank gaze of 

one who had driven his coach to the outermost edge of the universe, and saw his 

leaders plunging into the abyss.’526 The ‘plunging into the abyss’ suggests a 

metaphorical depiction of the rapid decline and demise of coaching; the ‘leaders’ a 

reference to the horses slain as coach proprietors went out of business and the 

‘shattered limbs’ a depiction of the victims of train accidents. Eliot evokes these 

images in the same manner that she oscillates between descriptions of a picture 

perfect views of England to despair and poverty. The detail and opinions given by 

Eliot in the introduction do suggest that she herself felt a certain nostalgia towards 

aspects of the past and was troubled with thoughts of how these concerns 

impacted on the present. 

    It has already been established that many nineteenth-century authors, such as 

George Eliot, chose to set their stories, or reflect back to the time of the coaching 

era for the informative opportunities that this provided. Historical fiction often used 

the coach as a way to anchor a text in the recent past, as Felix Holt demonstrates. 

Both the coach itself and the inns along the way were introduced by writers to 

cement the significance of this mode of travel and the coaching experience. 

Dickens portrays nostalgia tones, related to the demise of coaching, in many of his 

works suggesting a sense of communal emotion of shared memory, collective 

loss, and empathy. This was often an apparent feature in his Christmas articles 

and books, seducing the reader into sharing the same panorama of thought.   

     In the first chapter (‘The Guest’ – written by Dickens) of The Holly-Tree Inn, a 

collaboration of stories by several authors, originally published in the Christmas 

edition of Household Words (1855), Dickens immediately presents his readers with 
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a sentimental, retrospective, reverie of coaching nostalgia. The premise is that the 

protagonist has no choice but to stay at the inn until the extremely inclement 

weather improves. Although written at least 15 years after the demise of the 

coaching era, the guest allows his thoughts to wander back into the time of the 

coaches. This time Dickens had the knowledge and experience of, to some 

degree, what the future held following the loss of the coaches. The trigger to the 

guest’s recollections is the view that he imagines when ‘casting my eyes upon my 

Holly-Tree fire, I … discerned the pictures of a score or more of these wonderful 

English posting-inns which we are all so sorry to have lost.’527 He describes ‘their 

perishing remains; the stables crumbling to dust … grass growing in the yards, 

rooms let to Irish lodgers,’ who were ‘burning coach -house gates for firewood’, and 

‘windows bunged up’ as though they ‘had received punishment in a fight with the 

Railroad.’528 Irish immigrants, leaving their own country in search of work – a 

knock on response to the Irish Famine – were considered, and often exploited, as 

cheap labour. The fact that they arrived whilst urban towns were struggling to 

provide accommodation for all factory workers, led to blame being directed 

towards the Irish, with regard to overcrowding, lack of sanitation, and violent 

behaviour. Dickens plays on this media construction by linking the inns 

demoralised postilion with that of the poverty level of the Irish. The metaphorical 

description of the windows as being in a fight with the railways reveals that, 

although the coaching industry had fought against, verbally at least, their 

submission to the railways, the railway was the victor, giving the inns a denotative 

beating adding to their, already, demoralised position.  

     In 1863 Dickens again returns to descriptions of the loss of the coaching 

industry, but he directs the nostalgic narrative by way of encompassing the varying  

effects this had had on a town. ‘It had been a great stage-coaching town in the 

great coaching times, and the railways had killed and buried it.’529 He uses the 

word ‘great’ twice in the same sentence consolidating the significant between the 

town and the coaching industry. He specifies the railways as their metaphorical 

‘murderers’. He evokes images of ‘the sign-board chafed in its rusty hooks’ outside 
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the inn, and he describes the numerous coaching incidents portrayed in coloured 

prints hanging on the walls which are now ‘brown and cracked … obliterated by 

flies’, and the dining room ‘where the passengers of the Highflyer used to dine,’ is 

now empty and unused.530 The depiction is an anthesis of a gaily painted 

signboard declaring the inn a coaching stage stop, passengers alighting for 

refreshment, and numerous popular scenes of coaching captured in illustrations. 

The church bells begin to chime and he likens this to the sound of irritation as to 

the loss of the coaches: ‘WHAT’S be-come-of-THE COACH-es’, getting louder and 

louder as if ‘perhaps from their elevation they saw the railway, and it aggravated 

them.’531 By the time Dickens wrote this article (one of a series entitled ‘The 

Uncommercial Traveller’), nostalgia for the industry had progressed into the 

realities of the long term effects of its loss and the consequences that were all too 

visible. In the article Dickens concentrates on the impact upon the subsidiaries of 

the coaching industry, such as a once prosperous town and its almost forgotten 

memories. His description of the crumbling effects were an analogy of coaches left 

to disintegrate, only to be remembered in memoirs and literature.   

     Initial tones of nostalgic sadness and resentment moved towards acceptance 

and a disposition to portray the era with a depth of romanticism. Dames states that 

‘fiction of the nineteenth century turns increasingly to a description of the psychic 

dislocation attendant upon a society for whom mobility and … rapid change,’ 

become inevitable.532 His suggestion that the velocity of change had had a 

psychological impact on society is reflected within nostalgic recall in l iterature. 

Dames accounts for this occurrence as being due to details of a past time 

gradually fading within memory; a consequence of which accounts for a greater 

keenness to capture it in ‘the texture of fiction’, and ‘to provide pleasure, security’ 

and ‘self-definition.’533 Within coaching related literature, elements of nostalgia are 

portrayed in identifying individuality in society, and emphasising how coaching 

nostalgia could be applied to evocations of a myriad of emotional recollections.  

 

Temporal Distance and the Cultivation of Nostalgia for Coaching. 

 
530 Dickens, ‘In an Old Coaching Town’, p. 540. 
531 Dickens, ‘In an Old Coaching Town’, p. 541. 
532 Dames, Amnesiac Selves, p. 14. 
533 Dames, Amnesiac Selves, p. 14. 
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Mr Birch Reynardson, an educated (Eton and Cambridge) former coach driver, 

writes, in the introduction to his book Down The Road, that he would like to offer ‘a 

few anecdotes of old times’, even though his ‘coaching days are over’ and it is 

forty years since he drove a coach.534 He states that the reason for writing his 

book and putting ‘many little facts together’ is done ‘with the wish to afford 

amusement to others.’535 The anecdotes and incidents took place ‘in years now 

long past and gone but the memory of which still clings on.’536 Referring to the 

memories as something that ‘clings on’, indicates another reason for him to write 

the book. He is by this time elderly and the memories are beginn ing to fade, hence 

the usage of the word ‘cling’. Reynardson needs to capture them before he, and 

they, are gone for ever – indicating that his intentions of writing are not just 

personal but actually a public responsibility to chronicle aspects of coachin g, 

hitherto unwritten, for posterity. In 1875, the year in which he writes the book, he 

wonders why ‘no one has ever written any sort of book relating to coaching or 

incidents of the Road in times gone by.’537 Coaching obviously held many 

memories for him, because he recalls journeys he took by coach as a school boy 

and subsequently as a college student; then also the many drives he took for a 

variety of other reasons in addition to the journeys he traversed as a coach driver. 

The anecdotes are a mixture of humorous recall of both pleasurable and miserable 

journeys and of the characters of the many coach drivers he knew who became 

great friends and whose skill he admired immensely. 

    Reynardson recalls journeys by coach to school on a wet day as ‘indeed misery 

… but still all were kept alive’ thanks mainly to the kindly care of the coach 

driver.’538 He writes of being ‘kept alive’, because earlier in his introduction he 

refers to the many railway accidents that are still a regular occurrence. He 

acknowledges that travel by train may be ‘expeditious but there is little of the 

amusement of the Road.’539 One of the amusements that he writes about in his 

book is: 

 
534 C. Birch Reynardson, Down The Road: Reminiscences of a Gentleman Coachman (London: Longmans, 
Green & Co., 1875), p. vii. 
535 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. xviii. 
536 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. xviii. 
537 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 1.  
538 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 6. 
539 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 1. 
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  Although there were generally plenty of incidents  

  along the road … the road game was sometimes played; 

  The coachman and passenger on the box-seat next to  

             him would decide which side of the road they would take. 

            ‘A donkey counted seven, a pig one, a black sheep one, 

             a cat five, … a dog one, a magpie one, a grey horse five.540 

 

It is a game that is not dissimilar to a more contemporary game that parents play 

to keep their children amused when travelling by car, albeit colours of cars passed 

rather than types of animals!  Reynardson states that nowadays (1875) ‘everybody 

seems to be in a hurry … the tea kettle, with its steam has taken the place of the 

four bright bays; the grimy engine driver and stoker have taken the place of the 

coachman … the long mellow horn … is replaced by a shrill and certainly not to be 

called mellow whistle.’541 The railway engine, as already stated, was given various 

metaphorical references, usually derogatory. In Reynardson’s case it is given the 

fairly benign image of a ‘tea kettle’, depicting the passage of time that has passed. 

Accuracy, as regards memory, is difficult to analyse, especially after a long time 

span, but the nostalgic reflections of coaching, whether individualistic or 

collectively, contain many of the same ingredients; pride, realism, spectacle, 

professionalism, vivacity, humour, cacophony and details of the realities of a 

coach journey, be it pleasant, cold, wet, or simply entertaining. The recollections 

depicted by Reynardson are delivered through ‘a wider cultural frame’ in that he 

writes with the realism of good and bad memories rather than a form of bitterness 

at its loss or the sometimes flowery descriptions incorporated in earlier forms of 

narrative nostalgia.542 

     Reynardson addresses any coachmen reading his book when he writes that 

they will remember ‘the very horses you have driven; the foggy mornings out of 

London; the Peacock at Islington … the pretty barmaid who used to give you your 

glass of rum-and-milk,’ and ‘the cold, snowy days.’543 And of the passengers who 

 
540 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 66. 
541 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 1. 
542 Dames, Amnesiac Selves, p. 8. 
543 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 208.. 
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‘will have a lively recollection of the bitter cold that pervaded your half -frozen 

form.’544 The reader becomes the passenger in Reynardson’s immersion in 

nostalgic reverie, enjoying his recollections as it awakens their own personal 

memories. Addressing both employees and passengers he then reflects that they 

‘… will think with me … that in spite of wet and cold, frost and snow, and all the 

variations of temperature … on a coach both day and night, they were jolly 

times.’545 These personal memories of Reynardson are written as a means of 

generating parity of memory with the shared emotional responses of his reader. 

Weather conditions obviously played a part in a journey by coach and Reynardson 

acknowledges the realities of this with lucidly and integrity; his memoirs intending 

to inform, and he acknowledges the variation of conditions on the road. Despite 

the weather, and sometimes because of it, it is the recall of the fact that they were 

‘jolly times’, that he includes as his final comment. Reyardson’s real istic nostalgia 

is flavoured with sadness (loss that so few are left to remember a journey by 

coach), enjoyment (memories of friends and fun on the road), and a desire to 

capture a past in writing for present and future generations to enjoy.  

     Another former professional coach driver and also coach owner, Edward 

Corbett, provides reasons for writing his book, An Old Coachman Chatter (1891) 

as being a product of his knowledge of both sides of the industry. Also it was 

written due to the current interest in coaching (1891) as a sport or pleasurable 

drive out in the countryside – in other words ‘novelty’ coaching.546 Because so 

many years have passed since the coaching era, he believes his book would now 

‘afford interest to an antiquary.’547 Sadly, he believes it is only an amateur 

historian, rather than a younger generation, who will find any interest in his work; 

an admission that knowledge of the coaching era would hold little interest for a 

generation now well used to speed of rail travel. The book itself is written at least 

50 years after the demise of coaching, but Corbett’s memories of coaching are still 

 
544 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 209. 
545 Reynardson, Down The Road, p. 212. 
546 Various coaching clubs were formed during the nineteenth century such as ‘The Four -in-Hand Club’ that 
had no relation to the coaching era of commercial transport. ‘The Four -in-Hand Club’, for instance, was for 
the elite members of society who could afford to own a four-in-hand driven coach. Rules included that ‘The 
starting point had to be within Hyde Park. The hour 4.45p.m’ (a chance to display ones standing in society) 

and then the coaches would drive to a member’s estate for dinner. They  also used to meet at big social 
events such as Ascot.  
547 Edward Corbett, An Old Coachman’s Chatter, (London: R. Bentley & Son., 1891), p. 5. 
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strong enough for him to be able to record many of the incidents and details of the 

other drivers whilst he was involved in the coaching industry. His factual accounts 

of the coaching business suggests that he still had his own records for reference. 

This tends to support the supposition that they are written with accurate 

knowledge and for informative reasons only – any personal residual of sentimental 

regret long since departed. This shift in tone conceptualises Corbett’s personal 

objectives for writing the book that are linked or similar to Reynardson – the 

importance of capturing the era of coaching in writing before it disappeared from 

collective and individual memory.  

     Creation of a nostalgic emotion can also take the form of specific personalised 

memories of a loved one. Childhood recall can frequently focus on an associative 

smell or of a small repetitive daily occurrence. Coley states that nostalgia of this 

kind ‘is to bring into perception what once had no need to be seen.’548 In other 

words it could be just a seemingly unimportant task that, at the time, had no 

particular reason for future recall. This is the case in the work of Maude Egerton 

King who writes and dedicates her book, Round About a Brighton Coach Office, to 

the memory of her father, coach driver and proprietor. She recounts glimpses of 

her childhood in relation to a coach booking office. It is the spectacle of one of the 

coaches, ‘The Age’, leaving the booking office for its journey that evokes an image 

of a particular happy memory. She describes how spectators came to watch it 

being prepared for departure bringing together ‘the largest number of gazers and 

loafers’ to witness the coach ‘with its pole-chains of burnished steel and its 

daintiest of ribbons and superb horses in silver-mounted harness and horse cloths 

embroidered with royal crown in silver and gold.’549 The passage reads as a rather 

romanticised, idealised, version of memory. ‘The Age’ was obviously a mail coach, 

hence the horse blankets having the royal crown embroidered on them. King’s 

recount of memory reads as purely an adults reinvented version of what he, as a 

child, would have seen but would certainly not have remembered in such glowing 

terms.  

     King’s strongest episodic memory is that of a simple task carried out on a daily 

basis by her father. ‘After breakfast, he drew on his high boots and then took his 

 
548 Coley, Nostalgia and Recollection,, p. 211. 
549 Maude Egerton King, Round About a Brighton Coach Office, (London: Macmillan & Co., 1896), p. 51. 
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large neckerchief and laid it on the kitchen table … and as long as I can remember 

anything I remember the folding of the kerchief at that appointed hour.’550 This 

repetitive small, but important task, carried out on a daily basis, reflects a 

particularly powerful memory of her father, as he prepared to drive the coach, that 

is something she will never forget. This fragment of recall is, as Colley stated, 

seemingly inconsequential at the time, but so important to affectionately retain in 

one’s memory. It is the minute details of coaching that particularly contribute to 

bringing the era to life. King’s memory of her father focuses on ‘an isolated, 

personal one, for it is solitary rather then a shared act of longing.’551 It is precisely 

the fact that it is an emotive individualistic memory, that provides the reader with 

greater clarity than just the words on the page. From the description of this simple 

task, it is possible to learn that, in the tradition of coach drivers apparel, King’s 

father wore a brightly coloured, carefully folded necktie and was smartly attired 

with high boots. He took pride in his appearance and in his profession. Nostalgia, 

in this instance, is tiny in detail but encapsulates a memory that King will treasure 

more than any other of the coaching days because the recollection is mostly 

strongly associated with his father. Coley describes many versions of nostalgia 

including memories that ‘freeze or conserve a detached moment,’ which explains 

how it is that King can describe the process of the folding of the kerchief so 

vividly.552 This author has situated nostalgia within a clear, focused personal 

memory which is so strong, and its remembrance so clear, that it suggests a clear 

definition of pure nostalgic reliability.  

     The coaching era was revisited in literature of the early twentieth century by a 

few authors such as Charles G. Harper, an enthusiastic antiquarian writer of  

coaching days. He wrote many books, based upon the various coaching roads, 

including The Great North Road (1901). Edward Corbett’s book was just one that 

he consulted of the few resources available. In addition to this, Harper also 

obtained information by way of interviewing some of the grandchildren of the late 

big coach proprietors, such as Edward Sherman, providing a personal aspect, 

although with little or no reference to sources. All of Harper’s books are anecdotal 

and encased in romanticised visions of coaching nostalgia incorporating the same 

 
550 King, Round About a Brighton Coach Office, p. 48. 
551 Coley, Nostalgia and Recollection’, p. 211. 
552 Coley, Nostalgia and Recollection’, p. 210. 
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paucity of unreferenced material.553 Despite this they were popular entertaining 

reads and at least provided a vision of coaching for those who had no knowledge 

or memory of the coaching era. Coaching books, by the early twentieth century 

had been, as Corbett predicted, written by antiquarians or writers who had no 

personal memories of coaching. In Harper’s case these books were monetised, 

curiosity books, virtually divorced from any historical reality, written for their 

entertainment value. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Writers’ representations of the thematic usage of nostalgia as a literary device, has 

been shown, by way of the texts examined within this chapter, to incorporate both 

immediate and retrospective cultivation of attitudes in the way in which coaching 

was constructed in order to reject aspects of modernity and display pride in a 

national identity. Individual writers accomplished this by way of a distinctive variety 

of modes, expressing nostalgically related emotions which, in turn, formed 

discerning collective responses. These literary depictions are significant, revealing 

a nostalgic bias in their portrayal of individual writing and through a culture of 

collective recall about coaching, even before that method of transport was 

terminated. Individual narratives can therefore be identified as collective, 

overlapping, responses in terms of literary representation. Topics, such as pride in 

the industry, the flamboyant, knowledgeable, drivers (in contrast to the impersonal 

mode of train travel), oneness with nature and enjoyment of the passing scenery 

are some of the topics with which writers sought to engage. Memories of the 

coaching era in relation to sights and smells, bring forth poignant responses, thus 

influencing the mode in which writers formulated their accounts. Often these 

individual depictions, which might draw on seemingly contradictory or disparate 

elements of travel specific to the coach, are constructed as nostalgic when 

compared with the experience of movement by rail. The discordant sound of the 

shrill whistle and industrial smell of the train engine, in comparison, led to the 

coach being described as gentle, harmonious, and pleasant – even if this 

 
553 His main source was Stanley Harris’s books The Old Coaching Days (1882) and The Coaching Age (1885). 
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deliberate construction of coaching did not necessarily reveal the actuality of the 

coaching experience.  

      Over time, nostalgic depictions of a lived in, or past, era have morphed from 

sadness, feelings of loss and homesickness, into something pleasurable to 

ponder, often in a mode of wistful longing or satisfaction. Variances of nostalgia 

were appropriated by writers to define the symbolic coach in the context of a lost 

golden age, assimilating initial anger, bitterness and feelings of despair as the 

known secure way of life appeared abruptly to be snatched away. The coach took 

on the role of a representation of a bygone period still remembered – as the 

writers of the texts examined herein demonstrate. The initial sense of immediacy 

of coaching’s demise helped to cultivate this romanticised view of its loss, which 

several writers consciously use – as a mode of awareness to link the past with 

concerns about the rapid pace of modernity. Cassidy established that ‘the 

stagecoach is an acknowledged emblem of sudden change in the nineteenth 

century’, a recognisable cultural motif of an older time, something quintessentially 

British.554  

     The coach, as an object of travel, encompassed numerous facets of social and 

cultural relevance significant in conscious ideology. In time, and as a result of the 

temporal distance from coaching’s heyday, from the beginning of the 1900s until 

well into the 1980s, the coach and passengers were reinvented as a metaphor for 

happy travellers at Christmas time, represented in sentimental images on the 

covers of magazines, cigarette packets, biscuit tins and Christmas cards. These 

illustrated representations visually reproduce the same tactics that were adopted 

in writing about the coach, with a tone of romantically-inflected wistfulness for an 

idealised past. This practice cemented the association of coaching with nostalgia 

for a bygone era through a process which, as this chapter demonstrates, had 

begun even before coaching had been irrevocably replaced by trains and other 

mechanical forms of modern transport such as cars.  

     As society adapted to the new age of steam, the past was often presented 

through an indulgent, backward, reflective glance that – notionally at least – 

regretted its passing. A variety of depictions of nostalgia have nonetheless been 

shown to change with the passing of time, described by Dames as ‘memory 

 
554 Cassidy, ‘Iron Times and Golden Ages’, p. 371. 
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[imagined] as a cultural fact, necessarily adaptive to social realities.’555 The 

romanticised inscription of happy memories of coach travel is a mode of nostalgia 

that William Carleton defined as something ‘looked upon as a beautiful melancholy 

dream, invested with a poetical rather than an actual interest.’556 This description 

goes some way to understanding the workings of the early twentieth century by 

writers such as Charles G. Harper. 

     The speed of transition from coach to rail travel left many bereft, struggling to 

adjust to a new modernity of steam travel and machinery. Cassidy argues that  

coaches for nineteenth-century writers were both ‘a personal and public symbol of 

rapid change and consequent obsolescence.’557 As such, nostalgia for coach 

travel was also politicised as it figured resistance. This symbolic function of the 

coach is also stated by L. A. G. Strong who described the coachas being like 

‘hunting, cricket and Christmas … embedded … in the history of the English 

Spirit.’558 It therefore also possessed a nationalistic dimension as to how it was 

constructed. These varying modes of nostalgia linked to the coaching era have 

demonstrated how individual responses also transformed collective consciousness 

in cultivating attitudes about the passing of a period of time. The coach therefore 

became ‘a potent symbol of a bygone era, still available to a novelist who sought 

to create an emotional reaction.’559 Recollection of events from the past often 

establishes links to present-day concerns. Although Harrington states that ‘it is 

difficult now to recapture the impact that the railway had on those experiencing it 

for the first time, or to comprehend the extent to which the fears it provoked 

remained powerful even as it became an accepted part of modern life’, the 

examples examined in this chapter argue the opposite, revealing instead anxiety 

about the railway’s destructive force and its disruption to the naturalised, 

seemingly “authentic” way of life that the coach embodied.560 Writers deliberately 

chose to construct the coach as a literary device which – with its links to the 

populace and a sense of the past, thematised nostalgia as a symbol. Writers also 

 
555 Dames, Amnesiac Selves, p.8. 
556 William Carleton, ‘Nostalgia or Homesickness’, Duffy’s Hibernian Magazine, 2.9 (1862), 202-215 (p. 202). 
557 Cassidy, ‘Iron Times and Golden Ages’, p. 373. 
558 L. A. G. Strong, The Rolling Road (London: Hutchinson & Co Ltd., 1936), p. 57. 
559 Cassidy, ‘Iron Times and Golden Ages’, p. 380. 
560 Harrington, ‘The Neuroses of The Railway’, p. 21. 
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used the coach as a subject – in order to express, by way of a variety of nostalgic 

modes of reflective expression an evocative sense of changes in social ideologies.  

     The coaching era was depicted with a vibrancy and immediacy within 

communities in Britain. Writers and illustrators sought to capture it before it would 

be erased from memories completely, and then to recapture it through topical 

theme and literary mode to provoke an emotional response. As the coach itself 

became linked to a shadowy image of a bygone era however, it also merged into a 

further reincarnation – a metaphor for a ghost story. These reconstructions will be 

examined in the final chapter, ‘Shadows of the Past: Phantom Coaches and Ghost 

Stories.’ 
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Shadows of the Past: Phantom Coaches and Ghost Stories 

 

It is somewhat remarkable, that both among those 

who profess to believe in the appearance of Ghosts 

and those who disbelieve the strange phenomenon, 

everyone is willing to hear tales respecting them.561 

 

(‘An Apparition’, The Bee, 1820). 

 

Although written in the early eighteenth century, the quote from ‘An Apparition’ 

could have been written in any age as it retains its relevance even to the current 

day. This chapter examines the usage of coaching within the narrative of the 

popularity of the ghost genre of nineteenth-century literature and folklore. Analysis 

of the chosen texts, from three different time intervals – 1830s-1840s, 1860s, 

1880s-1910 – reveal how it transformed in meaning as the century progressed. 

Initial emotional responses regarding the loss of coaching were forgotten as it 

finally transformed into either an innocuous reflection of its former glory or 

conversely an omen of impending death. Depictions, within a ghostly narrative, 

reflect the transition from poignant awareness of loss – causing feelings of anger 

and resentment – to echoes of a distant shadow, either only heard or faintly 

viewed, or as a contradictory allegory depicting mortality. 

     Ghost stories gained, in terms of a stand alone genre of writing, from the fluidity 

throughout the nineteenth century of the gothic genre as it escaped from the inner 

confines of a castle, mansion or remote dwelling. Jarlath Killeen states that it was 

after the 1820s that the gothic genre ‘fragmented and took up ghostly habitations 

elsewhere, indeed, everywhere, in nineteenth-century literature.’562 This transition 

contributed to the development of the ghost story that incorporated elements of the 

gothic style but was nevertheless a genre in its own right. Travel and mobility 

provided a freedom for writers to move phantoms and spirits freely around the 

inner sphere of the coach to the outer spheres of rural and urban settings. This 

 
561 ‘An Apparition’, The Bee: Fireside Companion and Evening Tales (Liverpool: Henry Fisher, 1820) p. 1067 

[n.a.] 
562 Jarlath Killeen, History of the Gothic: Gothic Literature 1825-1914 (Wales: University of Wales Press, 
2009), p. 1. 



159 
 

correlation between travel and the ghost story is, as Ralph Harrington suggests, 

the fact that ‘journeys of one form or another are a characteristic element of ghost 

stories … travellers encounter ghosts; ghosts seek out travellers; vehicles 

themselves become haunted.’563 In relation to coaching, the early stories displayed 

a disturbance in society brought about by technological innovations – particularly 

in relation to the railways. Scarcity of jobs in rural areas forced workers to seek 

employment in the developing urban towns. The country roads along which the 

coaches travelled were soon to become neglected through lack of use and 

revenue, along with the coaching inns that rapidly fell into disrepair. Demise of the 

coaching industry accommodated the eeriness of death and decay; ingredients on 

which to base a ghost story. 

     The introduction of coaching into the ghost story varied over time, reflecting the 

shift and developments within society. Changes included new inventions, methods 

of communication, greater numbers of people transversing the country, growth of 

industries in urban areas, and decline of manual labour in the country due to the 

introduction of machinery capable of performing the work in a faster manner. In the 

early stories the coach evokes emotions relating to sadness, loss and bitterness –  

this in turn provides an understanding as to why it returns as a ghostly 

representation. Susan Owen explores the question: ‘if and how ghosts were 

affected by the great changes that, over time, have made us see the world in new 

way.’564 She suggests that ghost stories often reflect the times in which they 

appear – which is particularly prevalent in stories containing an era of travel. How 

people moved about, their experiences, and the relevance to a way of life, both in 

a social and cultural context, is an indication of the ambience of its time. The ghost 

story reveals layers beneath the superficiality of society and its culture – as distinct 

from factuality. It provides emotional context. Reported sightings of ghostly 

coaches on the old coach roads could portray ‘our shared past by replaying it … 

they are externalised memories … mirrors of the times’ that move ‘with the tide of 

cultural trends … matching the mood of each age.’565 The lamentations, combined 

with collective and individual memories, and varied manifestations of nostalgia, 

 
563 Ralph Harrington, ‘Transport and Trauma: Uncanny Modernities’, in The Routledge Handbook to the 
Ghost Story, ed. by Scott Brewster and Luke Thurston (New York/London: Taylor and Francis, 2018), pp. 

301-311 (p. 303). 
564 Susan Owens, The Ghost: A Cultural History (London: Tate Publishing, 2017), p. 7. 
565 Owens, The Ghost, p. 7. 
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contributed to the popularity of ghost stories involving coaching until the end of the 

nineteenth century.       

     Narration of ghost stories changed according to the climate of progress in 

society. With regard to the spectral coach, Christina Hole states that, ‘in the history 

of phantoms, it is a late-comer, there were no spectral coaches before wheeled 

traffic became general.’566 A reason for a spectral appearance is usually 

associated with a murder, an untimely demise, or a major catastrophe, all of which 

leave the spirit unable to rest until justice has been served. Hole agrees on this 

point when she argues that ghosts exist because of ‘strong mental forces … or 

great emotional upheavals that ‘project a sort of reproduction … so that sights and 

sounds are periodically repeated until the impression wears away.’567 The 

annihilation of the coaching industry can be described as a time of ‘great 

emotional upheaval’ as businesses, inns, jobs and roads, all fell victim to the 

railways. The stories critiqued in this chapter are categorised in chronological 

order thus furnishing evidence of how the depiction of coaching, within a ghost 

story, changed into something virtually unrecognisable, but still retained a position 

in the social ideology of a phantom coach.  

     Compared to the vast network of mail and stage coaches that had formerly 

covered the country – by the 1850s they were reduced to a paltry few – mere 

indistinct shadows of their past glory. Their lingering on in oral folklore in many 

counties of the country conveys an emotional tie to a past no longer in living 

memory but retaining a position of cultural importance. In 1938 ‘The Folklore 

Society’ published a letter stating that they wanted to discover the distribution of 

‘the belief in England in the Phantom Coach – that is the widely distributed story of 

a ghostly coach and four.’568 Nick Freeman states that this investigation took place 

because ‘phantom coaches were so widely reported to have been seen that it 

prompted the … Folklore Society to compile a record of account.’569 Although 

fictional stories regarding ghosts and coaching had ceased to be written when the 

Folklore Society embarked on this survey, the resonance of spectre coach and 

horses on the former coach roads still retained a place in the popular imagination. 

 
566 Christina Hole, Haunted England (London: Batsford Ltd, 1940), p. 139. 
567 Hole, Haunted England, p. 11. 
568 Mrs Margaret Cowie, ‘NOTE – The Phantom Coach’, Folklore, 49.2 (1938), (p. 220). 
569 Nick Freeman, ‘Sensation Ghosts; Ghostly Sensation’, Women’s Writing, 20.2 (2013), 186-201 (p. 191). 
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Newspaper articles frequently appeared announcing the sighting or sound of a 

phantom coach. One such example, under the title ‘Motorists’ Weird Experience’, 

begins:  

   

  The Phantom Coach – the mysterious vehicle which met with disaster 

  centuries ago with the loss of many lives – has been seen in the 

  Berkswell district. An old legend says that years ago a crowded coach  

  travelling … at Christmas, fell into a deep pit and the vehicle and its 

  occupants were never seen again.570  

 

A hotel in Coventry was given the name ‘The Phantom Coach’ due to local belief 

in the myth. It was the collating of so many stories that signifies the gap of four 

years before the Society published the results of the survey. Some similar 

sightings, or legends, were reported by more than one person.  

     Whilst the coach era of transport had ceased at least one hundred years before 

the survey, it still held its place in recounted folklore frequently enough to retain a 

position of curiosity, albeit of increasingly diminishing imagery. Sightings of 

phantom coaches are listed county by county, recording either the name and 

address of the informant or newspaper and article references.571 Cornwall has the 

largest number of sightings reported; this intimates that Cornwall, with its remote, 

rugged, captivating atmospheric setting, and one of the last counties to be served 

by the railways, retained the spectral coach in folklore for a longer period – 

representative of Cornwall’s unique separatist position in the country.  

      Stories examined in this chapter illustrate how ghost stories, that incorporated 

usage of the coach, changed between those written during the coaching era, 

immediately post coaching, and those written towards the end of the century. As 

memories faded with the passing years, so did the depiction of a coach; eventually 

its identity becoming overlooked in the narrative, and the title ‘The Phantom 

Coach’, taking on an element of being as important, if not more so, than the story 

itself. As early as 1835 an article with the title ‘The Phantom Coach’ appeared in 

the Sussex Advertiser. Reports by a number of inhabitants of the town of Brighton 

 
570 ‘Motorists’ Weird Experience’, Coventry Standard [on-line] (14 January 1939) 
http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed April 2020] (p. 7-8) [n.a.] 
571 Mrs Margaret Cowie, ‘Phantom Coaches in England’, Folklore, 53.4 (1942), 215-218. 
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stated that ‘a phantom coach perambulates the different streets of the town at the 

“witching hour” the sound of it’ different ‘to any other ordinary, or material 

coach.’572 The midnight hour believed by many to be the time of supernatural 

happenings when the link between the living and dead was at its most vulnerable. 

The coach was never seen but ‘judging by the sound, it must travel at a pace 

infinitely swifter than any locomotive carriage yet invented.’573 Coaches were still 

on the roads in 1835, but many would have been aware of its imminent loss. This 

would, perhaps, account for the imaginings of a ghostly coach, no longer visible, 

and credited with a faster speed that anything so far experienced, an allusion to 

the, as yet unknown, speed of the trains. The words phantom and coach crop up 

with regularity in the titles of many articles and stories including ‘The Phantom 

Coach’ written in 1895 by Mrs Lawson, serialised in The Daily Gazette for 

Middlesbrough.574 The title utilised was purely to gain immediate reader attention.  

     Throughout much of the nineteenth century the coach was synonymous with 

the demise of the industry, an intertwining between the flamboyantly dressed 

stage coach drivers, lively tunes played by the guard and well appointed coaches, 

with the sombre mourning coach drawn by four black horses. The first symbolised 

life and activity whilst the second is the antithesis, a symbol of death or an 

ominous omen heralding a demise. When the Great Northern Railway arrived 

[Peterborough to Boston] in the county of Lincolnshire, which had retained its 

coaching industry until October 1848, it was reported In the Lincolnshire Chronicle 

in a funereal manner, symbolising the death of the industry:  

 

The Lincoln and Hull Mail Coach came into Lincoln …  dressed in sable … 

The whole turnout was most Funeral in its aspect. The cause … was the 

opening of the loop line of the GNR. In a short time there will not be a single 

stagecoach coming into or departing Lincoln.575  

 

 
572 ‘The Phantom Coach’, Sussex Advertiser [on-line] (21st December 1835) 
http://britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed October 2020] page 4. [n.a.] 
573 ‘The Phantom Coach’, 21st December 1835, p. 4. 
574 Mrs J. K. Lawson, ‘The Phantom Coach’, Daily Gazette for Middlesborough [on-line] (June to August 
1895) http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk  [accessed October 2019).  
575 Lincolnshire Press Cuttings, Lincolnshire Chronicle (July, 1849) Volume IV, p. 44. [n.a.] 
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This was the reaction of those living in the city, indicating the depth of feeling for 

the loss of the industry. It is the earliest ghost stories, incorporating the coach 

motif, that form the first section of this chapter. 

     Ghost stories written in the first half of the nineteenth century air an immediate 

response to the untimely annihilation of a vast industry. Elements of coaching as 

tropes signified death, sympathy, bitterness and sensationalism – also 

encapsulating elements of immediate emotional nostalgia. Symbols of what once 

was retained in literature in the guise of spectres. Two short stories from this era 

will be analysed. The first, written by Charles Dickens, is entitled ‘The Bagman’s 

Uncle’ – a story from The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club (1837) first 

featured in the November serial issue of Pickwick in 1836.576 The second story, 

written by Wilkie Collins, is the tale of ‘The Last Stage Coachman’ from The 

Illuminated Magazine (1843). Collins sets the tale within the period in which he 

writes. A coaching service was still being run at that time in the parts of the country 

where the railway had yet to arrive. Although, in his story, coaching had already 

ceased along the old coaching roads, the tale reflects how this affected many in 

society.577 Coaching ghost stories provide a significant contribution to the 

understanding of how major a role coaching played in nineteenth-century Britain. 

Coaching proves to be not just a form of transport and dissemination of news and 

mail, but a way of life that involved all levels of society, the loss of which was so 

great, practically, economically and culturally that it resonated in various forms 

throughout the nineteenth century. 

     By the 1860s ghostly images of phantom coaches and restless spirits, included 

within the narrative, still proved to be popular with contemporary readers, albeit 

lacking in the initial emotions of nostalgia and bitterness. One example of this is 

Amelia Edwards’s story ‘The Phantom Coach’, originally written as part of a 

compilation of stories entitled ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Legacy’, within the Christmas Edition 

of All The Year Round (1864) with the title ‘Another Past Lodger Relates His Own 

Ghost Story’. It has, since then, been republished as a stand alone story entitled 

‘The Northern Coach’ and also ‘The Phantom Coach’, and will be appraised in this 

section. Within this story the coach is a symbol – a representation of the growing 

 
576 Charles Dickens, ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club (London: Chapman 
& Hall, 1837) pp. 518-530. 
577 Wilkie Collins, ‘The Last Stage Coachman’,  The Illuminated Magazine, 1. (May-October, 1843), 208-211. 
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interest and strides made in scientific knowledge – the known and the still 

unknown – an object that is familiar but becomes frighteningly unfamiliar. Edwards 

occasionally employs a gothic mode of writing, a contributory factor in the growing 

popularity of the ghost genre in the nineteenth century. The story is set twenty 

years earlier when some mail coaches were still on the roads, and she 

incorporates a catastrophic event for a sensational portrayal of a ghostly coach.578  

     By 1880, when Rev. Augustus Jessopp wrote ‘The Phantom Coach’ (later 

reprinted in 1893) the coach had lost virtually all links to the coaching industry 

becoming the sombre phantom of death that would terrify those that saw it; the 

industry would no longer have been prevalent within memory – sentiments for its 

loss long since buried.579 Jessopp’s story, written as folklore, was seemingly 

related to him by a parishioner, which he appears to embellish for entertainment 

purposes. The last story examined is ‘The True Tale of The Phantom Coach’, 

written by W. T. Linskill in the early twentieth century.580 The story is located in 

Scotland where coaching was still prevalent well into the nineteenth century. 

Although the coach is again synonymous with death, it is described as one of the 

heavy lumbering coaches of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

     The shadowy coach took on several forms as the century progressed. 

Sightings of a coach and four on the old coach roads passed down into folklore. It 

was a benign, travelling apparition, evoking an image of a past mode of travel – a 

fleeting glimpse of a way of life extinguished whilst in its prime, a cultural reminder 

of its loss to the progress of new forms of faster transport. In contrast, particularly 

towards the end of the century, the coach became a portent of death, not only in 

relation to people but as an allegory – a reflection of its untimely expiration. It is 

with the earliest depiction of a phantom coach (in fiction) by Dickens, that 

establishes the pattern of a changing role that the symbolic coach took on within 

later chronicles.  

      

Charles Dickens and ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’ (Set in 1827) 

 
578 Amelia Edwards, ‘Another Past Lodger Relates His Own Ghost Story’, ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Legacy’, All The Year 
Round – Christmas Edition (1864), 35-40. 
579 Reverend Augustus Jessopp, ‘The Phantom Coach’, The Illustrated London News [on-line] (4th November, 

1893) http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed November 2019] (part 1 p. 582).  
580 W. T. Linskill, ‘The True Tale of The Phantom Coach’, St Andrew’s Ghost Stories (1911) 4th edn. (St 
Andrews: J. & G. Innes, 1921), 27-31. 
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     Alongside a talent for writings of a humorous nature, it is the creation of short 

ghost stories for which Dickens is particularly well known. These began in his first 

novel The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club. In the novel there are, at 

intervals, nine separate stand alone tales of a variety of rather strange topics, 

‘three of which revolve around supernatural apparitions of one sort or another.’581 

These self contained short stories are of an ideal length for a ghost story, an 

integral essential ingredient, in order to capture immediate interest and 

gratification of an ending within a relatively short space of reading. Julia Briggs 

explores this point when she writes that ‘ghost stories were especially suitable’ for 

‘short self-contained episodes.’582 These would sit nicely alongside the 

economically viable serialised stories that encouraged readers to buy the 

newspaper or journal the following week in order to find out what happened next in 

the story.  

     Dickens’s ability to ‘make the flesh creep but not the soul crawl’, as identified by 

G. K. Chesterton, identifies an arguable observation that his enjoyment of a good 

ghost story coupled with his own scepticism, provided a unique balance between 

eeriness and realisation of a human inference.583 He also allowed the texts to 

maintain their fictional grounding. John Forster, a close associate of Dickens at 

Chapman & Hall, wrote in his biography of Dickens that ‘among his good things 

should not be omitted his telling of a ghost story … he had something of a 

hankering after them … such was his interest in things supernatural.’584 Although 

John Forster also writes about Dickens’s talent for humorous writing, it is 

Chesterton who links the genres of humour and ghost story writing together when 

he argues that Dickens triumphed in these two main areas and that ‘in order of 

artistic value, next after humour, comes his horror.’585 In acknowledging Dickens’s 

interest in humour and the spectral, ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’ (Pickwick) is an attempt 

to combine these two styles of writing within this story. As November is the month 

when this episode was first published it could be considered a winter ghost story, a 

 
581 Christopher Herbert, ‘Converging Worlds in Pickwick Papers,’ Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 27.1. (1972) 1-

20 (p. 1). 
582 Julia Briggs, Night Visitors: The Rise and Fall of the English Ghost Story (London: Faber & Faber, 1977), p. 
14. 
583 G. K. Chesterton, Charles Dickens: A Critical Study (New York: Dodd Mead & Company, 1911), p. 110. 
584 John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens (1874), 1904 edn. (London: Chapman & Hall, 1904), Book XI, p. 
496. 
585 Chesterton, Charles Dickens, p. 109. 
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precursor to Dickens’s later ghost stories published in specific Christmas Editions 

of Household Words and All The Year Round. ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’ can therefore 

be viewed as an experimental exercise in the writing of a ghost story and, as 

Pickwick is so well known for Dickens’s observational humour, his inclusion of 

humorous aspects in the story appears highly relevant.  

     The story begins in the traveller’s room at the inn where Sam Wel ler and Mr 

Pickwick are staying the night. A bagman [travelling salesman] is prevailed upon 

by the landlord and others in the room to tell the tale of his uncle and the mail 

coach. The story is described by Herbert as ‘a dream story, presided over by a ful l 

moon, the romantic emblem of magical imagination.’586 This is a simplistic 

overview of the elements contained within the story which incorporate more than 

sentimentality and fantasy. It is the ghostly basis to the tale that conveys the 

greatest interest. The full moon along with other general dreamlike fantastical 

content are parodies of Dickens’s own taste for humour and creative writing within 

the narrative. The uncle is described as being one of the ‘merriest, pleasantest, 

cleverest fellows that ever lived,’ with a partiality to beer and whisky, a large 

amount of which he had supped with friends that night.587 The description of the 

character of the uncle provides an insight into events that occur within the tale, 

including an acknowledgment of the amount of alcohol that he has consumed. 

Briggs argues that it is the ‘confusion of fantasy and reality brought about by 

drinking’ that ‘may serve as a useful starting point for a series of unlikely 

adventures’, the combination of which Dickens displays in the narrative of the  

‘The Bagman’s Uncle’.588 

     It is ‘a wild gusty night’ and uncle’s journey home alone takes him across a 

piece of land belonging to a wheelwright who is ‘contracted with the Post-Office for 

the purchase of old worn-out mail coaches.’589 Dickens, like uncle, had a fondness 

for coaching which provided him with plenty of material to write about in the texts 

of several of his novels including Nicholas Nickelby, Pickwick and Martin 

Chuzzlewit. His own personal experiences of travel by coach together with his 

fictional imagination provide a valuable insight into actual reality of passenger and 

 
586 Herbert, Converging Worlds, p. 3. 
587 Dickens, ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, p. 520. 
588 Briggs, Night Visitors, p. 147. 
589 Dickens, ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, p. 522.  
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coach employees’ experiences. The detailed texts contribute an inordinate amount 

of information regarding coaching which is of immense benefit with regard to the 

paucity of any historical material available. When Dickens wrote Pickwick in 1836, 

coaching had little, if any, hope left for its survival. In ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’ the 

uncle becomes a vessel for Dickens’s descriptions of some of the emotions that 

coaching evoked within the individual.  

     The mail coaches that uncle sees are ‘all huddled together in the most desolate 

condition … doors torn from their hinges … the iron work rusty.’590 Dickens 

describes them as ‘decaying skeletons of departed mails.’591 The dark dismal 

night, remote bleakness and isolation incorporate a gothic mode of descriptive 

writing that Dickens has captured in order better to situate his ghost story. The 

ghost genre encapsulated its own form of gothic writing, making it all part of the 

ghost story. The disintegrating bodies of coaches can be viewed as tropes for the 

‘skeletons’ of a dying industry. Dickens frequently changes the time line within the 

narrative from the liveliness of coaching in 1827 to the beginnings of its demise in 

1836 when he wrote the serial issues. The sight of ‘departed mails’ described as 

‘skeletons’, a vision of a near future. Uncle sits and surveys the scene in front of 

him, his thoughts taking him back to the days of the old, lumbering, heavy coaches 

that existed before the mail coaches. It is unlikely that uncle is actually able to 

remember them but Dickens includes them in the narrative in preparation for a 

fantastical adventure that he introduces later in the story. For now, he returns the 

reader to 1827. 

     Shaken out of his thoughts, the next thing uncle sees is freshly painted mail 

coaches with their ‘lamps restored, cushions … on the coach box, porters … 

thrusting parcels into every boot, guards stowing away letter-bags, … passengers 

arriving, portmanteaus being handed up, horses put to’, in fact it was ‘perfectly 

clear that every mail there was to be off directly.’592 Dickens has changed the 

scene completely. Dark, decay and silence has turned into a spectacle of alacrity 

and colour, the mail coaches miraculously having been restored to life. The 

description is typical of the nightly assembled coaches at The Post Office, St. 

Martins-in-the-Fields, London, being prepared for departure at 8p.m. From all over 

 
590 Dickens, ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, p. 522. 
591 Dickens, ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, p. 522. 
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London, post-boys with horse and carts, would bring post and parcels into the yard 

ready to be loaded. The vibrant evening event was watched by spectators who 

enjoyed the atmosphere of colourful activity which included the sound of the lock-

down of the post boxes on the coaches.593 Dickens has described death in 

association with the industry by means of dilapidated forgotten mail coaches 

(1836) and then contrasted it with the social and cultural experience that it would 

have been in 1827. 

     One of the mail coach drivers invites uncle aboard, telling h im that he has a 

ticket booked. The passengers are now boarding but dressed in clothing worn 

during the seventeenth and early eighteenth century. The significance of uncle’s 

initial thoughts of the old heavy coaches now becomes apparent. Although the 

mail coach is of uncle’s time, the passengers are of an earlier era – a merging of 

long past and present. Dickens has combined three different eras’ in the story. The 

first is with passengers who would have been alive in the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth century, the second with the viable, lively coaching of the late 

eighteenth century and early nineteenth century and thirdly with images of the 

decay of coaching as the century progressed. All three era’s serve a purpose. The 

passengers are part of the fantastical adventures that uncle experiences. The 

imagery of the mail coaches as they prepare to depart is a depiction of the cultural 

loss that is to come and that loss is described by Dickens in literary terms of 

disintegration. 

     Uncle is smitten with a young lady that sits next to him on the coach. The story 

continues with outlandish occurrences of duels, highway men and the mail coach 

being driven at only five miles an hour (the speed of the heavier coaches). As the 

coach is of the present day (1827) it should have been driven at eight, nine or ten  

miles an hour. The slowness of the coach so enrages uncle that he resolves to 

report the driver to the Post Office the moment he reaches London. After 

Dickens’s play with fantastical, audacious incidents within the story, depression 

descends once again reverting the tale to its ghostly beginnings. The coach has 

arrived at an inn stage stop. In 1827 the inn would have been a hive of industry 

with ostlers preparing horses to be put to for the next stage; passengers and 

 
593 Alyson Cunningham, ‘Spectacle and Cacophony: The Golden Era of Coaching. An Analysis of the Cultural 
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luggage loaded and unloaded and meals and drinks being served. Dickens skips 

forward again in time to after 1836 when he writes that the once busy inn is no 

more: ‘of all the ruinous and desolate places … this was the most so … the roof 

had fallen in … stairs were rugged and broken … no warm blaze’, lit the fire and 

‘the stove was cold … all was dark and gloomy.’594 Uncle notes that this 

unacceptable stage stop is another item for him to report to the Post Office. He 

contemplates the lumbering coaches of the past with the usual current efficiency of 

the mail coaches. But it is the writer and reader who knows the future, not uncle, 

so uncle has no reason to understand that the rotting inn in which he now stands, 

together with the broken-down coaches he saw in the wheelwrights yard, are a 

foreshadowing of the future.  

     Morning arrives and once more uncle is back in the yard, sitting on the box seat 

of a coach, ‘an old Edinburgh mail’ that he has apparently been driving and he is 

now ‘shivering with wet and cold.’595 Dickens includes elements of nostalgia, 

fantasy, adventure, humour and observations of coaching through time, all within 

one of his earliest ghost stories. Claire Wood explores this observation  when she 

writes that the many ghost stories that Dickens continues to write, or edit, over the 

next thirty years, are a melody of ‘comic … eerie … melodramatic or 

sentimental.’596 ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’ appears to be an experimental play with 

words and situations in order to include as many literary genre as possible. 

     Uncle never admits that perhaps it was all a dream, but Herbert argues that the 

story ‘carries the suggestion that somehow the enchantment is all a projection of 

the hero’s own fantasies.’597 Playing the part of a hero is a plausible explanation 

as to some of the occurrences in the tale. Uncle fights the villain of the piece, 

emerging victorious, overpowers a highwayman and drives a mail coach. To drive 

a four-in-hand was the aspiration of many gentlemen. These elements indicate 

that uncle is indeed playing out all the fantasies that his drunken stupor have 

evoked, making himself the hero of his fantastical adventures. But, conversely, the 

story contains far more than heroism, such as his vision of coaching, past, present 

and future. Dickens’s suggestions within the narrative is of his concerns with the 
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greater issues of coach travel; how it developed from the heavy slow coaches to a 

massive important industry and at the height of its success was cut down. This 

goes beyond any heroic escapades as to its relevance in a story that provides an 

overview of the important role coaching played in Britain. Ultimately it emerges as 

a ghost story with an allegorical allusion to the ghost of a coaching industry. Of 

Charles Dickens, Wood writes that Dickens’s ‘engagement with the ghost story is 

characterised by invention and playfulness … evident in the mingling of humour 

and horror’ and she endorses the opinion that Dickens appropriates ‘the allegorical 

use of ghosts’ in his stories.598 Dickens begins Pickwick with a description of 

travel: ‘travelling was in a troubled state’ (examined in the previous chapter) and 

returns to this theme in part by way of a ghost story that combines social 

commentary and observations.599 

     The story ends with the bagman telling the gathering that his uncle, who 

believed the adventures had really happened to him, always wondering why it was 

‘that the ghosts of mail-coaches, horses, guards, coachmen, and passengers, 

were in the habit of making journeys regularly every night,’ which causes the 

landlord, who had also been listening to the tale, to wonder, ‘what these ghosts of 

mail coaches carry in their bags.’600 The naïve landlord accepts the bagman’s 

reply that it is ‘the dead letters of course’, replying, ‘oh, ah-to-be sure … I never 

thought of that.’601 Dickens continually ‘plays with credulity and scepticism’ and the 

rather humorous retort regarding the dead letters provides a reason why the mail 

coaches still travel.602 The recounted conversation of uncle, combined with the 

dialogue of the landlord, alludes to the demise of coaching which indicates that 

Dickens is once again writing in terms of his present. Mail coaches regularly 

travelled throughout the night. Notwithstanding that they were now mere phantoms 

in the story, they were still nightly carrying out their, once, important service. 

Dickens is emphasising, to his readers, that the efficiency of the coaches 

transporting and delivering mail all over the country had provided an important 

service, which he could foresee would soon be forgotten.  

 
598 Wood, ‘Playful Spirits’, p. 90. 
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171 
 

     Following on from ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, written at a time when the demise of 

coaching was beginning to be looked upon as an inevitable consequence of the 

building of railway lines, is the next ghost story – ‘The Last Stage Coachman’ by 

Wilkie Collins, written in 1843 when coaches had all but been annihilated. This tale 

is a ghost story that shows an immediate response of nostalgia due to the loss of 

the industry and bitterness towards those deemed responsible. 

 

Wilkie Collins and ‘The Last Stage Coachman’ (1843) 

 

By the mid 1840s coaching, in most parts of the country, had become merely a 

skeletal industry (if it still existed at all). Wilkie Collins captures its death cry in a 

short ghost story entitled ’The Last Stage Coachman’ in The Illuminated Magazine 

(1843). Collins writes a nostalgic, reflective, ghost story that descends into 

bitterness and sensational descriptions. It imparts a response to a current situation 

which had affected so many people and their occupations.  

     In a review for the novel Woman in White, written by Collins and serialised in 

1859, Margaret Oliphant praises his ability for taking ‘up an entirely original 

position … his plot is astute … his effects are caused by recognisable human 

agents.’603 It is ‘the recognisable human agents’ that are shown to particular effect 

in his earlier tale of ‘The Last Stage Coachman’. The narrator displays empathy 

towards the stage coachman and it is the subtlety of human cause and effect that 

are prevalent within the story. The tale is an immediate nostalgic resonance of the 

milieu of the time, a social and political statement addressing the changes that had 

occurred since the advent of the railways. The impact of the loss of the coaching 

industry affected not just the immediate employees, but the hospitality industry, the 

wheelwrights, coach-makers, corn merchants, bridle and leather makers, 

blacksmiths, toll gates and many more businesses. The illustration on the title 

page of a skull of a horse lying in the grass, then, at the end, a discarded way-bill, 

mileage stone and horse harness covered in cobwebs and weeds, indicates that 

the story is about the death and destruction of the industry. These allegorical 
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images depict the devastation caused due to the rapidity of the laying of railway 

tracks.604 

     The narrator commences the story with an exclamation designed to capture the 

reader’s immediate attention as to his political and social stance regarding the 

effect of the railways on coaching: 

 

  The Last Stage Coachman! It falls upon the ear of 

   everyone but a shareholder in railways, with a 

   boding melancholy sound.605 

 

The narrator is stating an individualistic opinion of his own combined with a 

collective judgement pertaining to many in society. Only those that had money tied 

up in railway speculation were deemed to be immune toward the loss of coaching. 

He acknowledges ‘the wonders of science’ and ‘expeditious … business like 

travelling,’ but, equally, he has ‘a feeling nearly akin  to disgust at being marshalled 

to our places by a bell instead of hearing the cheery summons of “now then 

gentlemen”’, and enjoying a conversation ‘with a ruddy-faced person in a dustless 

olive green coat and prismatic belcher handkerchief’ and ‘sweet sme lling nosegay 

… impeachable top boots and fair white breeches.’606 Collins introduces his main 

character, not as an individual, but with a description that could equally have 

described any of the coach drivers. He invokes an image of the most important 

employees of the coaching industry. Even those totally opposed to the railways 

could still see the benefits that it brought of greater speed of travel but the 

coaching industry had incorporated more than a transport system; it had included 

popular, colourful characters of the road, vibrancy, spectacle, prosperity in the inns 

and turnpikes, and had a major social and cultural significance in both rural and 

urban areas.  

     With the evocative imagery of a coachman in his mind, the narrator hoped he 

might still encounter a stage coach as he took his walk along one of the country 

roads which he describes as ‘now grass-grown and miry, or desecrated by the 
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abominable presence of a “station.”’607 The roads convey disintegration caused by 

the railway lines, coupled with the bitterness the narrator feels towards the sight of 

a “station”. The roads are no longer maintained due to lack of revenue raised at 

the toll booths. Although mail coaches did not pay toll fees, hundreds of stage 

coaches travelling around the country would have contributed substantially to road 

maintenance due to the payment of toll fees. The white surfaced macadam roads 

were allowed to deteriorate due to lack of toll revenue needed to maintain them. It 

is this decay that reflects the image of the weed clogged road hiding the discarded 

way-bill, mileage stone and horse harness.  

     So far the story is representative of the feelings of many about the various 

degrees of importance that coaching had come to represent. Even those that had 

experienced the worst of journeys as well as the best, such as Charles Dickens, 

still display an affectionate sadness for its loss to nineteenth-century Britain. 

Collins’s narrator displays a nostalgic reflection for something that has so recently 

vanished when he wonders with disbelief why men would choose the smell of a 

steam engine when ‘he could inhale it on a cool, autumnal morning, naturally 

concocted from the backs of four blood horses.’608 Fresh air, and the views from 

atop a coach, are just two of the reasons why many disliked travel by train. The 

smell of steam and soot, coupled with the extra speed of travel and passage 

through tunnels, meant that travellers were unable to appreciate the passing 

views. This left many dissatisfied with an enforced new form of travel. Yet the 

narrator accepts ‘the perverted taste of the present generation’ with ‘philosophic 

resignation’ to the inevitable progress of the trains.609 Wilkie Collins was himself 

only nineteen years old when he wrote the story therefore he was ‘the present 

generation’. The older narrator is finding it difficult to change, adapt, and accept 

the rapid speed of the growth of the railways. It is all happening too fast for him. 

Memories of coaching are vivid in his memory, hence the nostalgia that he 

continually displays. Although Collins was a young man himself, he portrays an 

understanding of certain social attitudes of the milieu in which he writes.  

      The narrator reaches a deserted inn with “To Let” above it. He gives an 

atmospheric description of the silence that has fallen upon the inn. It is in contrast 
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with his memories of ‘the voice of the traveller … the merry horn of the guard … 

the ostlers … the stable boy … the coquettish mares … the horses, … all gone—

all disappeared: the buildings dilapidated and tottering.’610 The images and 

cacophony about which he writes are mere ghostly adumbrations of things already 

out of reach. The dialogue reflects the emotions of the lost sights and sounds that 

he misses so much. 

     Whilst in this ‘miserable reverie’, he looks up to see a coachman at the end of 

the yard dressed in ‘the ample skirted coat … the well brushed hat … the striped 

waistcoat … the white cords’ and ‘the immortal boots.’611 The familiar sight of a 

flamboyantly dressed coachman with a generous smile is now an unfamiliar, 

haunted-faced man, the ‘smiles and jollity’ have gone.612 The coachman is thin, his 

skin etched with ‘lines and furrows’ and ‘the spirits of the fraternity had passed 

from him’, only his attire was left to show what he once was.613 The fraternity of the 

coachmen – a unique bond within their profession – was known and respected 

even by those not involved in the industry. It is the special ‘spirit of fraternity’ that 

Collins refers to that is now likened to a diminished ghostly presence of an 

extinguished flame, the bonds have been shattered – the soul of the coachman, 

his very being, is now a scant unfamiliar caricature of his former presence. His 

individuality linking the fraternity and bonds of this unique society broken as this 

man has become. The coachman is a depiction of the loss he and other coachmen 

have had to endure. His predicament is not centred on nostalgia, but instead 

portrays resentment and anger of something over which he has had no control.  

    The coachman approaches the narrator and talks passionately about his life, his 

relationship with the passengers, the landlord of the inn, the ostlers, chamber and 

barmaids. Clearly distressed he turns away walking down the yard as the night 

grows ‘darker and darker.’614 Even though the coachman is walking away from the 

narrator: ‘the face of the Stage Coachman was never for an instant hidden from 

me.’615 The coachman is portrayed as a restless spirit due to the cruel position in 

which he and others like him have been placed. The melancholy despondency of 
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the narrator has created images of his own emotions of nostalgia and bitterness. 

‘A strange, unnatural noise in the air’ occurs, sounding ‘ like the distant trampling 

of horses hooves … and the rumbling of a heavily laden coach along a public 

road.’616 A stage coach then appears ‘in the clouds with a railway director strapped 

fast to each wheel, and a stoker between the teeth of each of the four horses.’617 

Collins has shown the narrator to be emotionally saddened by the loss of coaching 

and then he incorporates horrifying imagery as he reaches the climax of the ghost 

story by making a rather gruesome observation about the men who financed the 

railways and those that worked on it. Collins’s narrative suggests a political 

comment directed at the government, as they appeared oblivious to the plight of 

the coaching industry, due to the speed at which they granted permission for 

railway tracks to be laid. Collins is able to include the trauma that was inflicted on 

so many by turning their suffering on to the railway directors. 

   The coach has no luggage, in its place are ‘fragments of broken steam carriages 

and mementoes of railway accidents.’618 Collins requires this form of amplification 

in order to provoke his readers to reflect upon the suffering of the many hundreds 

of people who were maimed or injured, in the early days of rail travel, due to the 

lack of any form of safety regulations. The objects the narrator describes form an 

allegorical meaning of destruction, injury and death. Their relevance becomes a 

moralistic judgment on not only the railways themselves but on those involved with 

their construction. The ghostly coach is a phantom inflicting revenge on the 

railways – a symbol with a message to the railway directors.  

     Atop the coach Collins has placed a rather strange assortment of passengers. 

These were: Julius Caesar, Hannah More, Sir Joseph Banks and Mrs Brownrigge. 

Caesar, More and Banks were obviously influential and famous for their various 

contributions politically, socially and cultural. Mrs Brownrigge, though, appears to 

be the odd one out. She is a fictional character based on a woman named Mrs 

Brownrigg who was accused of beating and killing one of her female servants and 

eventually hung in 1767. Joseph Banks (1742-1820) the famous naturalist and 

man of science, generally known for his involvement in politics and concerns of the 

day, sits alongside Hannah More (1745-1833) a writer who advocated the need for 
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greater female education, allowing them a productive role in society. Julius Caesar 

(100-44BC), a man of strong military success and political stance sits alongside 

Mrs Brownrigge who appears to have the least reason of all to be situated with the 

other three. It could be surmised that these two men and two women were chosen 

because they were all recognisable names to the readers. These eminent people, 

apart from Mrs Brownrigge, were all strong social reformers; representative of 

different avenues of society, gathered together in order to show their solidarity in 

relation to the perceived crimes of the railway investors and builders. Mrs 

Brownrigge is the warning on board. The killing of her servant and her subsequent 

hanging implies the expiration of coaching and the penalty the railway directors will 

have to pay. She represents the justice system of crime and punishment. She also 

gets a mention in Charles Dickens’s novel Martin Chuzzlewit. Mr & Mrs Todger 

delight in finding unpleasant names to call a retainer at their establishment and 

amongst other names they come up with is ‘Young Brownrigg’.619 

     There is only one among them who may have been aware of the situation 

concerning the growth of railways and untimely loss of coaching, before her death 

in 1833, and that was Hannah More. At least fifty years earlier (1787) in a letter to 

Horace Walpole, she refers to a poet (no name given) who ‘would have seen his 

prophetic vision realised – cards [calling cards] … accomplished the first, and mail-

coaches the last.’620 The poet had visualised the progress, that would undoubtably 

be made, in the speed in which news and mail would eventually be spread across 

the country. Four years after the commencement of the mail coaches, John Byng 

wrote in his journal that ‘being weather bound, we impatiently awaited the arrival of 

the mail, for the reading of the newspapers; by this speedy conveyance, the 

evening papers came 100 miles by 10 o’clock in the morning!’621 When More wrote 

the letter to Walpole, the mail coaches had only been running for a couple of years 

but were already extremely popular as post, publications, news and travel, were 

available at a faster rate than had ever previously been known. Mail coaches did 

not cover the extent of the country that they achieved in future years, and More 
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lived in ‘a nook of the island where neither of these delights have reached!’622 Of 

the calling cards she has no concern, as her time is filled with writing, gardening 

and sewing, but of the mail coach ‘which comes to others, but not to me,’ leaves 

her saddened by its absence.623 The reason is that ‘letters and newspapers, now 

that they travel in coaches like gentlemen and ladies’ means that ‘other fortunate 

provincials are studying the world and its ways … feasting upon elopement, 

divorces, and suicides’ whilst she has to be content with ‘village vices’, and her 

mind ‘stands still in the dearth of information.’624 The inclusion of Hannah More, 

therefore, emphasises the important role the coaches played in the early 

dissemination of reading material, particularly newspapers, and news imparted 

orally by the guard and driver. Knowledge of events occurring around the country 

not only had the effect of facilitating a sense of community – a belonging together 

– but also towards an early awareness of being a part of a nation; a 

consciousness that Ruth Livesey explores in novels of the nineteenth century that 

are set during the coaching era ‘to draw on the stage and mail coach system as a 

means to evoke the nation.’625 

     As has been shown by this seemingly strange assortment of characters, events 

in a ghost story can be interpreted in various ways. Andrew Smith describes the 

ghost story as being ‘a medium of epistemological interrogation.’626 This story is an 

interrogation or examination of emotions triggered by the loss of the popular 

coachmen. The industry, in its entirety, is included from the coachman’s 

description of the many other employees and associates he recalls from its heyday 

and the narrator’s description of the abandoned inn and overlooked roads. 

Collins’s narrator makes a very decisive stand regarding the current situation 

concerning the trains and coaches and combines it with his own personal 

emotional response of anger, bitterness and nostalgia for something so recently 

lost. The ghost story is contemporary to the 1840s – a reflection of its own time. 

Collins utilises the coach, driver, and inn, as tropes to portray immediate feelings 
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of nostalgia for the coaches combined with a bitter indictment of the railways, 

saving his most shocking grotesque description until nearly the end.  

     On the box seat is a gentleman ‘clothed in a coat of engineers skin’ and ‘gloves 

of the hide of the railway police’, who waves to the coachman to board the coach 

and take up the driver’s seat.627 The coachman’s demeanour is transformed and 

the unfamiliar now returns to the familiar sight of a jovial coach driver. He jumps up 

onto the box seat and taking the reins calls ‘out a hearty “good night”, addressed 

to an imaginary inn-full of people’ and drives ‘the phantom coach into the air … 

amidst the shrieks of the railway directors at the wheel … and the groans of James 

Watt, the bugle of the guard.’628 James Watt, responsible for the Watt Steam 

Engine (1776) would naturally have been seen as an enemy of coaching, as his 

progress in the development of steam engines contributed to the development of 

the railways. Watt, alongside the suffering directors at the wheels, is also 

subjected to pain by playing groans, the opposite of the usually merry tunes of the 

bugle.  

     A ghost story requires a stimulus to warrant its telling: ‘there must be a reason 

(if not a strictly logical one) for supernatural events’, and in this story that reason is 

shown through depictions of the coachman, the fate of employees of the coaching 

industry, the crumbling inn, an example of all the coaching inns affected by the 

loss of passenger trade, and the coach and passengers themselves reduced to 

appearing as phantoms only.629 Collins portrays coaching alongside hyperbolic 

imagery of the men involved with the railways.  

     The success of combining bitterness and sensationalism with the portrayal of a  

phantom coach and its occupants, suggests Collins’s intention to shock and 

disturb his readers. He successfully merges these powerful emotions with the 

underlying vein of nostalgia that runs throughout the story. It is this display of the 

uncanny that ‘is frightening’ because it relates to something that is ‘known of old’ 

but changes in such a way that it becomes terrifying.630 The depiction of the 

coachman is such an example. He is unfamiliar when first encountered by the 
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narrator but reverts back to familiar when he is once more the driver of a coach. 

Freud also relates an occasion of uncanny when linked to ‘the omnipotence of 

thoughts, with the prompt fulfilment of wishes.’631 The narrator displays a 

melancholic despondency regarding the loss of all the things that he associates 

with coaching, so much so that when he wishes that he could see a stage coach 

coming along the road once more, not only does his wish come true but he sees 

an inn and a coachman as well. His thoughts have induced the spectres to appear, 

not just as sad nostalgic images of his own feelings but Collins is ‘ab le to guide the 

current of our emotions’ in a fictional story which enables the provision of the 

deeper emotion that lies within the narrator – that of anger and bitterness.632 

     The next tale examined is by Amelia Edwards. It is set in the coaching era, and 

is devoid of any reflection as to its future demise – as portrayed in Charles 

Dickens’s ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’ – or any contemplative early nostalgic and bitter 

responses depicted by Wilkie Collins in ‘The Last Stage Coachman’. Instead 

scientific concerns are aired by the protagonists with the coach providing a 

necessary travel link from the known to the unknown. 

 

Amelia Edwards and ‘Another Past Lodger Relates His Own Ghost Story’ 

(1864) 

 

Amelia Edwards, whose works include A Thousand Miles Up The Nile (1877) was 

described in her obituary as ‘an Englishwoman of great literary power and 

extraordinary versatility,’ and her reputation as a novelist had, by then, become 

well established.633 Edwards was a well educated woman with ‘degrees from 

several American Universities’, and at the time of her death in 1892, at the age of 

60, ‘a Civil Lists Pension from the Crown.’634 Charles Dickens regularly employed 

her as a contributor to the ghost stories that formed the Christmas Extra 

publications of the popular periodical All The Year Round. Briggs states that ‘the 

taste for short ghost stories was encouraged by Dickens in his editorial role … in 
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Christmas editions’, of both Household Words and All The Year Round.635 In an 

article in Household Words (1851) entitled ‘New Discoveries in Ghosts’, Dickens 

encourages his readers to discount prejudice when reading about ghosts as “not 

proven” does not always mean ‘untrue’ and although he believes in ‘ghosts – or 

rather, spectres’ – he does ‘not believe them to be supernatural.’636 Despite his 

obvious belief that the inexplicable was of an earthly reasoning and not beyond, 

his awareness of their popularity, and therefore profitability, contributed to his 

annual publication of the special Christmas editions of his periodicals. 

     The extra Christmas editions for both Household Words and All The Year 

Round were usually a collaboration between Dickens and a number of other 

writers, including Elizabeth Gaskell, Wilkie Collins and Amelia Edwards. Dickens 

wrote many of the Christmas pieces himself and ‘gave a good deal of attention to 

the framework’ in order ‘to make interpolated stories carry out … or at least blend 

with the scheme.’637 He achieved this by ‘sending identical memos to a group of 

regular contributors’, and then drew the edition together by ‘writing introductory 

and bridging passages.’638 The Christmas edition of All The Year Round (1864) 

entitled ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Legacy’, contained seven individual narratives. Amelia 

Edwards’s contribution to this edition was a tale entitled ‘Another Past Lodger 

Relates His Own Ghost Story.’639 It proved to be such a popular ghostly narrative 

involving a coach and its passengers that it was later reproduced under the title of 

The Phantom Coach as a separate short story and has been reprinted since in 

anthologies of some of her best works.  

     Female writers of ghost stories were prolific in the second half of the nineteenth 

century. In ‘Mrs Lirriper’s Legacy’ three of the tales are written by women – Rosa 

Mulholland, Hesba Stratton and Amelia Edwards. Melissa Edmundson attributes 

the writing of ghost stories by women as a means of providing a platform for not 

only voicing ‘contemporary anxieties’ but also as a way of specifying their 

‘intellectual involvement with the social and historical issues of their items.’640 Male 
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authors also found ways of voicing contemporary concerns and opinions within 

their fictional writing but female writers would have been able to show that, 

although women were often perceived as being less educated, informed and 

knowledgable than men, they could, through their works, display that this, actually, 

was frequently not the case.  

     Edwards showcases her scientific knowledge in ‘Another Past Lodger Relates 

His Own Ghost Story’, combining it with  the trope of the coach, restless spirits and 

a recount of a horrific mail coach incident that is replayed on the anniversary nine 

years later. She integrates the unsettling claims of science with some of society’s 

long held beliefs in the afterlife and the unknown. It is the phantom coach and its 

passengers that provide evidence questioning the proven, and unproven; the 

realities of scientific knowledge. Edwards’s story, rejecting the potentially 

sentimental nostalgic reflections of both Dickens’s and Coll ins’s stories still 

includes the spectre coach and passengers, but the tale moves in a entirely 

different direction – exploring the subject of science and its impact on 

contemporary ideology – rather than the demise or imminent passing of the 

coaching industry.  

     ‘Another Past Lodger’ is set in the days of mail coach travel. The male 

protagonist and narrator, James Murray, a barrister at law, is recounting a tale of 

an occurrence that happened to himself when he was twenty years younger. 

Freeman states that Edwards’s ‘male storytellers are usually educated 

professional men, who endorse the widely held association with masculinity.’641 

This was the case in another of Edwards’s short stories in All The Year Round, 

‘The Four-Fifteen Express’ (1867) where the narrator is a public school educated 

male. But although all of the protagonists in her ghost stories were male, not all 

were well educated men as stated by Freeman.642 ‘Another Past Lodger’ required 

an educated male protagonist thus enabling Edwards to employ her own intellect 

in relating knowledge of the items Murray sees in the house in which he takes 

shelter from a snow blizzard. Murray also requires the ability to partake in 

discussions that he holds with the owner in relation to the growth of scientific 
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knowledge. The coach represents a time when enlightenment, by way of 

education in scientific matters, was still in its relative infancy. 

     Edwards sets her tale in the month of December and begins with Murray 

stranded on ‘a bleak wide moor’ where he has spent the day grouse shooting.643 

Snow is falling heavily, darkness is rapidly descending and Murray is lost and 

weary with hunger, concerned that his wife will be wondering why he hasn’t 

returned. After sighting and following a servant to his master’s house, they arrive 

at a door ‘studded with iron nails, like the door of a prison’ an indication that the 

owner is a recluse and might not welcome visitors.644 When he enters the house 

Murray describes all the objects he sees, from a huge telescope ‘reaching halfway 

to the rafters’, books, geological specimens, jars of chemicals, microscopes and a 

model of the solar system.645 The owner agrees to provide Murray with shelter for 

the night. The men discuss ‘scientific matters’ from ‘philosophies … analysis … 

practical science’ and eventually, as expected, turning to the ‘soul … spirits and its 

powers’ and ‘second sight.’646 The host shares his concerns that ‘ghosts, spectres 

and supernatural appearances have been denied by the sceptics’, and that 

scientists ignore some of the elements of ‘physical science’ as being ‘worthless 

and unreliable.’647 Edwards displays her knowledge, through her male narrator, of 

a world in which women had few privileges – such as the same education as men, 

few rights in law regarding money, children and marriage, no voting rights and 

were ultimately mere shadows in society – paradigms of a ghostly presence. 

Women appear to play no part in this tale, the narrator, owner, servant, coach 

driver, guard and passengers are all male. The only female mentioned is the newly 

wed wife of Murray. Although she is only introduced briefly, she is in fact a critical 

character to the plot of the story. It is because of Murray’s determination to brave 

the weather and return home to her that travelling plays such an important role. A 

female presence, albeit seemingly inconsequential, has become as important as 

the masculine presence in the story.  

     The items described in the house, together with the conversations between 

Murray and his host, incorporate many ingredients, such as social preoccupations 
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and questions that had arisen from an era of expanding knowledge and new 

inventions. By the 1830s – 1840s, constructions of railways, usage of new 

agricultural equipment depriving rural folk of work, machinery in the factories and 

the growing deprivation of many living in the newly formed urban cities, were a 

cause for concern for many people. The host expresses to Murray his agitations 

that what can not be proven should not be dismissed – suggesting that an event 

that cannot be proven is going to occur. The stability of the coaching era 

compared with the unpredictability of the future, are the elements that Edwards 

chooses to incorporate in the narrative. The spectre coach, that appears in the 

story, evokes a spectacle of the unknown that includes a knowledge that man has 

not discovered an explanation for, or scientific theory, relating to the existence of 

spirits or ghosts. 

     Murray is determined to try and get home to his wife that night, so the servant 

agrees to walk with Murray as far as the crossroads where the mail coach is due 

to pass. He warns Murray to ‘mind where the parapet has fallen away … its never 

been mended since the accident … the mail coach pitched right over in the valley 

below ... four were found dead, and t’other two died next morning.’648 With relief 

Murray sees the lanterns of the mail coach in the distance but is perturbed by the 

fact that the driver and guard are ‘muffled to the eyes in capes and comforters’, 

neither greet or assist him and the three inside passengers do not turn their heads 

to acknowledge him.649 The ‘atmosphere of the coach’ seemed ‘colder than that of 

the outer air’ and ‘was pervaded by a singularly damp and disagreeable smell’, 

and attempting conversation with the passengers proved pointless.650 

     Despite Murray’s knowledge of coach travel, or rather because of it, he is 

aware that being ignored by passengers, driver and guard, is arousing conflicting 

emotions within himself. What he regarded as something reliable and secure is 

becoming rather sinister and insecure. Collins evokes the same emotions when he 

describes the once familiar sight of a coachman deviating into a description of 

unfamiliar portrayal. Apart from the extreme coldness in the coach, there is also a 

‘strange smell’ which is affecting him with ‘an intolerable nausea.’651 Edwards 
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builds upon the unpleasant ambience she has created within the elements of the 

ghost story. The situation in the coach is deteriorating rapidly. Murray tries to open 

the window but ‘the sash broke, and it is then that he notices the ‘thick coat of 

mildew’, on the window, ‘leather fittings … crusted over with mould … rotting … 

woodwork,’ the ‘floor … breaking away … the whole machine foul with damp.’652 A 

mail coach would never have been sent out in such a condition, but Murray still 

does not want to acknowledge that an object that he knows well shou ld have 

morphed into something so appallingly disturbing. He even remarks to the other 

passengers that “this coach is in a deplorable condition, the regular mail, I 

suppose, is under repair?”, but when he turns to look at them, he is overwhelmed 

with horror, no longer able to quell his own reluctance to admit that something is 

terribly wrong.653 The passenger’s faces were ‘as livid as the face of a corpse … 

bloodless lips … the light of putrefaction … upon their awful faces … hair dank 

with the dews of the grave ... clothes earth-stained … only their eyes were living 

and ... turned menacingly upon me.’654 

     The aura that Edwards creates with the coach and its paraphernalia, portrayed 

as a decaying coffin with rotting angry spirits inside recreates the mail coach 

accident that happened on the same night in the same weather conditions nine 

years before. Edwards was obviously aware of the potential that a travelling 

vehicle – a phantom coach – that involved more than one person in a particularly 

horrendous accident, and a living person who became part of of its spectral 

appearance, would have had for a sensational ghost story. All those involved in 

the accident – coach, horses, driver, guard and passengers – had a reason to re-

enact their fatal ordeal. The parapet had not been repaired and in their vengeance 

they chose a living person to experience their fate, perhaps to force the authorities 

to repair the parapet in the event that more lives could be lost.  

     If ghosts need a motive to haunt, the mail coach and its occupants held a very 

strong reason for such. Harrington states that ’the association of death with 

journeying … has long been recognised in human cultures … ghosts range about 

cemeteries or linger at crossroads’, which is an interesting point to make when, in 
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this tale, it is at the crossroads that Murray has to wait for the mail coach.655 The 

crossroads signify a link between life, in one direction and death if turning the 

other way. Harrington cites various reasons why death is associated with travelling 

or journeying – such as ships or vehicles buried with Vikings and Egyptians for use 

in the afterlife, and ‘money the Greeks left the dead to pay for the ferryman in the 

underworld’, a belief that life continues, but in a different world.656 The passengers, 

driver and guard, in Edwards’s tale, appear unable to accept death until the 

parapet has been mended. Edwards questions what we think we know – travel by 

mail coach in Murray’s case – transpiring to be so different that it is uncanny or 

petrifying.  

     Freud gives one explanation of the phenomenon of an uncanny effect that it ‘is 

often and easily produced when the distinction between imagination and reality is 

effaced.’657 Could Murray, therefore, have so desperately wanted the mail coach to 

arrive that, when it did, it was a mirage – a figment of his own imagination and 

disorientation, due to the dark and cold. To provoke an emotion of shock, Edwards 

describes the well known and popular mail coach as an antithetical reflection, as 

she does with the driver, guard and passengers. Freud examines the works of 

several authors to try and provide a broad perspective of the uncanny. Events, or 

particular situations in which a person finds themselves, are all contributory factors 

‘which are able to arouse … a feeling of the uncanny in a particular forcible and 

definitive form.’658 The event in the tale is the mail coach accident related to 

Murray by the servant. This would have sat uneasily in Murray’s thoughts as he 

waited for the coach to appear. His situation is that of initially being lost in snow 

and darkness and then, once again, venturing out in an effort to return to his wife 

that night. He craves the warmth and security of the coach in which to travel home, 

but instead of that dream, the coach becomes the opposite – a nightmare. 

     In the 1860s, when Edwards wrote this story, the old coach  roads were rapidly 

becoming part of a forgotten landscape. The coach and its occupants are 

described with powerful malevolent effect; the coach itself, the vessel containing 

the spirits of passengers who died a horrific death and the occupants are 
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portrayed in graphic detail, delivering a frightful traumatic climax. It is this skill in 

the representation, that Edwards conveys, of how an incident from the past could 

result in a horrifying reincarnation in the present. Freeman states that Amelia 

Edwards was just one of the female writers that could move ‘fluidly between the 

two [sensationalism and the ghost story] … by the ways in which the past disrupts 

the present with startling and (melo) dramatic results.’659 Also he claims that it is  

this ability that singles out women writers, such as Edwards, in their ability both to 

shock, as in providing sensation, and in their delivery of a ghost story. 

Edmundson states that this is because ‘women tend to be more acceptable of the 

supernatural,’ but even though they ‘were more likely to be at peace with their 

fictional ghosts, they also demanded more from them.’660 Edwards allows her 

ghosts to arouse emotions of horror but with a greater purpose than providing pure 

entertainment for the reader. Within the narrative of the ghost story Edwards 

poses questions regarding the links between growing scientific knowledge and 

how this relates to questions about life and death. This connection of ‘fear with 

some greater social message’, is Edwards’s suggestion of looking beyond the 

known into the unknown, thus allowing Murray to experience the questions that 

she is posing.661  

     Murray is found the next day, ‘delirious’ with a ‘broken arm and a compound 

fracture of the skull’, after having ‘fallen over a precipice’ near ‘the jun ction of the 

old coach-road and the new.’662 The surgeon insists that his experience ’was a 

mere dream’ due to his feverish state, but Murray is emphatic that the event did 

occur – ‘I know that twenty years ago I was the fourth passenger in that Phantom 

Coach.’663 Murray has travelled by coach on a journey that questions his own 

rational thoughts with the acceptance of an unknown phenomenon. The 

incorporation and linkage of scientific social critique with the spiritual world of the 

dead passengers and phantom mail coach are successfully woven together 

creating the atmospheric longevity of this popular tale. 

     The ambience that a coach related ghost story created was virtually entirely 

lost by the end of the century. Nevertheless, it rumbled on for a few more years, 
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663 Edwards, ‘Another Past Lodger’, p. 40. 
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albeit with little or no connection to the eminent position that the coaching industry 

had once held in Britain. This is reflected in the texts chosen for the last part of this 

chapter. 

 

Augustus Jessopp and  ‘The Phantom Coach’ (1880 and 1893) 

 

 Augustus Jessopp, vicar, writer and teacher (1823-1914) was known as being a 

rather eccentric reverend particularly interested in folklore tales. He wrote many 

factual, historical and fictional items and was a regular contributor to The 

Nineteenth Century Review Magazine. Nicholas Hartley, in his biography of 

Jessopp, writes that ‘the only essays by Jessopp which have modern currency are 

those about ghosts and the supernatural … but the one that continually resonated 

in popularity was ‘The Phantom Coach.’664 The story originated in a book entitled 

Frivola; Simon Ryan and Other Papers, 1880. In the book he writes of folklore 

incidents supposedly related to him by his parishioners. One such tale is the 

regular sound of a coach and four arriving at a manor house called Longman Hall. 

The occupants hear the wheels on the gravel but there is no coach to be seen. 

These events appear to mean them no harm, so they quite happily accept the 

sounds as inexplicable. ‘The Phantom Coach’ tale, though, portrays the coach in 

another guise – as a mourning coach or portent of death. The story, more fiction 

than folklore, was popular enough to be republished in two parts in The Illustrated 

London News in 1893. Jessopp begins with an admonishment to his readers that 

‘if you have never heard of the Phantom Coach that travels about the old roads 

and old trackways of the county of Norfolk, it is your own fault; it is not mine’ and 

writes that he has written about it often enough.665 Apart from publishing it in the 

book Frivola, he had also written about it in October of that year in another ghost 

story included in The London Illustrated News, entitled ‘A Night of Waking’. In this 

story he hears a vehicle approaching in the distant and says to himself, “suppose it 

was the phantom coach!”666 This appears to prompt him, to republish the popular 

 
664 Nicholas Hartley, Augustus Jessopp: Norfolk’s Antiquary (Kidderminster: M. & M.Baldwin, 2017), p. 116-
8. 
665 Rev. Augusts Jessopp, ‘The Phantom Coach’, The Illustrated London News [on-line] (4th November, 1893) 

http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed October 2019] Part 1 p. 582. 
666 Rev. Augustus Jessopp, ‘A Night of Waking’, The Illustrated London  News [on-line] (21st October, 1893) 
http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed October 2019] p. 508. 
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tale a month later in The Illustrated London News. He rebukes himself by stating 

that he once wrote mockingly about the coach, which currently causes him 

nowadays to tremble if he should write about it ‘as if it were a delusion now.’667 

The cause of him changing his mind is not stated but it is obvious that the 

phantom coach story, which had proved so popular, provided Jessopp with an 

opportunity to entice his readers into a suspension of disbelief, and instead absorb 

a belief in something that was real and terrifying.  

     Jessopp initially begins the tale by reiterating the sounds of the innocuous 

coach regularly calling at Longman Hall and then continues with what he calls ‘old 

Biddy’s story’ and the occurrence at Breccles Hall more than ninety years 

earlier.’668 He ends part one of the story, which consists mainly of historical 

information about Breccles Hall and supposed ghosts that still inhabit it, on a 

purported cliff hanger with the statement that ‘the phantom coach called there 

some ninety years ago – called and fetched away Jarge Mace. And who was 

Jarge, and how much of him was fetched:-‘669 In part two of the story he relates 

Biddy’s account of the phantom coach, as told to her by her aunt, a former 

employee at the Hall. Jarge Mace’s reputation as a smuggler and thief had been 

well known. On the night of his ‘disappearance’ the bright lights of a coaches 

lanterns had been seen and in the morning Jarge ‘was found lying dead at the 

door of Breccles Hall.’670 The myth of the appearance of the spectral coach, as a 

herald of death, was thus established alongside its more forlorn, restless 

reputation of occasional reappearance. The coach, in this assumed folklore tale, is 

not representative of mail and stagecoaches that travelled the highways sixty 

years earlier; an industry long since displaced by the railways, instead it was 

portrayed in the guise of a trope for the representation of death. This convenient 

portrayal of a coach for a sensationalist association with the spirit world, could 

have equally been viewed as a connection to the popular mail and stage coaches, 

not as harbingers of death, but in its genial role, its brightly lit ghostly lanterns 

scaring Jarge so much he is prevented from robbing the Hall. 

 
667 Jessopp, ‘The Phantom Coach’, part 1, p. 582. 
668 Jessopp, ‘The Phantom Coach’, part 1, p. 582. 
669 Jessopp, ‘The Phantom Coach’, part 1, p. 582. 
670 Rev. Augustus Jessopp, ‘The Phantom Coach’, The Illustrated London News [on-line] (25th November, 
1893) http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed October 2019] part 2, p. 674. 
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189 
 

     Despite the popularity of this particular ghost story, it lacks any kind of 

anticipation, foreboding or sensationalism that the coach ghost stories written 

earlier in the nineteenth century contained, penned whilst the coaching era was 

still retained in society’s collective memory. In those stories, the mail and stage 

coach are realistically representative of the coaching era, identifiable by the writers 

actual depictions. The passage of time of Jessopp’s alleged piece of folklore has 

adulterated any meaningful ghostly representation of the coach as a vehicle of 

alacrity, travel and social importance. Glowing lanterns are the only visible sign of 

the coach, the body itself no longer discernible even in a ghostly form, suggesting 

that it is the title ‘The Phantom Coach’ that acts as a powerful indictment to a 

ghost story incorporating a vehicle that can transport the souls or dead away.  

     Towards the end of the nineteenth century, when Jessopp wrote his tale, usage 

of a mail or stagecoach in ghost stories as a travelling vehicle; a welcomed sight, 

conveying news, parcels and passengers, admired horses and drivers, had 

virtually ceased. An example of which is a story written by Mrs J. K. Lawson in 

1895. She called it ‘The Phantom Coach’, although the story actually relates to a 

private carriage or coach, rather than a vehicle that transported news, luggage, 

mail and passengers. Giving her story a contemporary setting of 1895 indicates 

that the coach in an urban setting had been diminished to only a carriage, despite 

referred to as ‘coach’ throughout the narrative. The story was serialised in The 

Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough between June and August of 1895.671 Lawson’s 

story, from its rather sinister beginnings, is of a pale sickly woman seen entering 

the coach of a known local Doctor who later claims to know nothing about the 

woman and denies having been out in his coach that evening. The ghostly coach 

and its occupants later turn out to be a fraudulent scam of a human earthly nature. 

The author, however, manages to sustain the image of a phantom coach until the 

last chapter, thus assisting the possibility that both coach and woman were 

spectres or phantoms. This suggests that the phantom coach is the vital ingredient 

required to provide the sustainability of anticipation that the coach is actually a 

ghostly traveling vehicle. Nearly thirty years after Jessopp first related his tale of 

 
671 Mrs J. K. Lawson, ‘The Phantom Coach’, June -August, 1895. 
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‘The Phantom Coach’, the title was again used, by W. T. Linskill, in a story set in 

Scotland, where coaches still could be found on some of the roads.               

      

W. T. Linskill and ‘The True Tale of The Phantom Coach’ (1911) 

 

In 1911, W. T. Linskill (Dean of Guild) wrote a story entitled ‘The True Tale of the 

Phantom Coach’, which he included in a book called St. Andrew’s Ghost Stories. 

Although fictional, he relates it as if it is a known tale of folklore, narrated by a man 

who claims to have seen the phantom coach himself. Scotland retained the 

coaching industry throughout the nineteenth century as the main form of travel in 

many areas long after it had ceased in the rest of the country. Railway speculators 

had concentrated their building of railways to the populated urban areas of 

England. Consequently coaching was still retained in common memory, which 

reflects in the story – an element lacking in Jessopp’s tale. The coach, here, is 

described as a hybrid between a mourning coach with four black horses and the 

much heavier, uncomfortable travelling coaches of the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth century. No contemporary coaching references are apparent, and 

nostalgia would not have existed towards the earlier days of extremely long and 

unpleasant journey’s that were only attempted if absolutely necessary. Many made 

their wills before boarding a coach, therefore the early days of coach travel could 

have associations with death.  

     The setting is an inn, the link being the coaching inns where the stage stops 

occurred. The narrator and his friends are huddled around ’a blazing fire’ as 

‘’outside it was snowing hard and bitterly cold.’672 Linskill begins his story with the 

combination of weather – the cold outside contrasting with the warmth of the fire 

inside – and an atmospheric coaching inn, which would have been a place of 

animation with passengers eager to warm up by the fire after a cold journey on the 

coach. He also provides an audience for the narrator (Carson) to address, eager 

to hear his tale. Carson, states that the sighting happened five years ago. It was ‘a 

hot, dark, and stormy night … the sea made a perpetual moan … the dark sky lit 

up by flashes of summer wildfire lightning over the distant Cathedral towers.’673 

 
672 LInskill, ‘The True Tale of the Phantom Coach’, p. 27. 
673 Linskill, ‘The True Tale of the Phantom Coach’, p. 28. 
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The moan of the sea portrays the sound of the groans of the spirit world; the 

images of light illuminating the great medieval Cathedral serve to create an 

eclectic atmosphere of anticipation in the assembled gathering.  

     Linskill recreates an opening similar to that of Paul Clifford (1840) a story 

written by Edward Bulwer Lytton. Lytton begins the novel with the sentence: ‘It was 

a dark and stormy night, the rain fell in torrents, except at occasional intervals, 

when it was checked by a violent gust of wind which swept the streets … rattling 

the house tops …’674 Employing this popular usage of weather and darkness in a 

ghost story can be viewed as essential ingredients to indicate that mankind has no 

control over weather, or night and day and therefore has no control over unearthly 

events. It can be as mysterious as the illusion of spirits or phantoms. Julia Algire 

states that ‘climatic conditions set the scene of a story and are often metaphors or 

mood or plot turn.’675 Weather can be used, not only to provide the ethereal 

conditions of mood or aura of a story, but also as a metaphorical depiction of 

uncontrived events. The darkness can provide a cover for something not fully 

visible, or merely possible shadows of what the eyes appear to have seen. 

    This is apparent when Carson talks of a ‘very large object’ approaching towards 

him at speed. As it gets nearer he sees, what looks like through the darkness, one 

of the early, ponderous coaches apparently drawn by ‘four large black horses’, and 

driven by ‘a muffled shapeless figure’, and for a second, as the moon shines into 

the coach, he sees ‘a ghastly white face at the coach window.’676 As the coach 

interior is only lit up for a second, the face he thought he saw could have been a 

mere shadowy reflection. On the roof of the coach is ‘a coffin-shaped box’ and 

what particularly unsettles Carson is the fact that the coach has no shadow.677 As 

it drives past him there is a ‘terrific roar of thunder and a blaze of lightning’, 

providing a climatic ending to the tale.678 The day after Carson sees the coach, his 

elder brother, living abroad, dies. As to the figure inside the coach, Carson 

wondered if it had been ‘his Satanic Majesty himself’, which gives a greater 

nuance to the tale, in that the devil drives around in a coach associated with death 

 
674 Edward Bulwer Lytton Bart, Paul Clifford (1840) (Leipzig: Barhad, Tauchnitz, 1842), p. 1. 
675 Julia Algire ‘The Reader’s Shelf: Let’s Talk About the Weather’, The Library Journal, 136.16 (2011),  p. 
107.  
676 Linskill, ‘The True Tale of the Phantom Coach’, p. 28. 
677 Linskill, ‘The True Tale of the Phantom Coach’, p. 28. 
678 Linskill, ‘The True Tale of the Phantom Coach’, p. 30. 
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in order to collect souls.679 Carson tells his friends that if they ever ‘meet that 

ghastly, uncanny, old phantom coach … you will remember it to your dying day.’680 

Associations of Satan with the grim reaper, evil and death appears to have only 

been within the imagination of Carson. The usage of this form of sensationalism 

provides additional embellishment for his story of the phantom coach thus 

retaining the interest of his enthralled audience.  

     Written in 1911, the tale depicts the phantom coach as being of an era before 

mail coaches and the efficient establishment of the stage coaches and prior to the 

mourning coaches that carried the coffin inside. This appears to render it a strange 

choice for representation within a ghost story which is associated with an omen of 

an imminent death. The phantom coach is depicted as no longer travelling on the 

road but able to rise above and fly, a contrast required in order to define the past 

of incommodious coaches – the link to death – and an image of a wing borne flight 

apparatus that could carry passengers. In 1911, the Wright brothers had shown 

that man could become airborne, but it was still early days of aeroplane invention. 

Building on this futuristic view Linskill suggests that the coach could appear as a 

flying vehicle emerging from the dark, illuminated by flashes of light. Collins’s story 

also has a coach descending and ascending into the sky, long before man would 

have thought that it was a possibility. This added a visionary as well as spiritual 

element to the tales.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Coaches in folklore, as far into the twentieth century as the 1960s, still  held a 

place in story telling of supposed sightings on the old coaching roads. Depicted as 

a forlorn, restless, travelling vehicle, the coach became a fleeting replay of its once 

former glory and alacrity. Katy Jordan writes that ‘there can hardly be a vi llage … 

that does not have its tale of a ghostly horseman or of a coach and horses … 

which travels the old coach road.’681 In her study of haunted landscapes in 

Wiltshire, she cites stories told to her in the 1960s, by residents of Oare, of a 

 
679 Linskill, ‘The True Tale of the Phantom Coach’, p. 30. 
680 Linskill, ‘The True Tale of the Phantom Coach’, p. 30. 
681 Katy Jordan, The Haunted Landscape: Folklore, Ghosts and Legends of Wiltshire (Bradford-upon-Avon: 
Ex-Libra’s Press, 2000), p. 121. 
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‘coach and horses which crosses the main A345 at the top of Grantham Hill above 

Marlborough’ and of another coach ‘which travels the old coach road ‘from Pewsey 

to Draycot.’682 These legendary, rather romanticised, images of the coach gained 

enough importance to have been passed down through the generations, 

embedding themselves in folklore and the subconscious hope that one might, one 

day, witness such a sighting, as Jordan states that, ‘now and again we find that 

people do see ghosts of this kind … it seems that the old coaches still travel the 

lanes.’683 The ringing sound of the horses’ hooves, the jangling of the coach livery, 

the rumbling echo of the coach wheels, and the sound of the guard’s horn 

heralding the arrival of the coach, all provided the ideal package of ethereal 

history, or representation and of a time gone by. Due to its abrupt passing (the 

only actual link to death) this benevolent phantom was retained in the subliminal 

human psyche for many years after its demise. Sixty years earlier, Christina Hole 

made a similar observation to that of Jordan, that ‘there is scarcely an old road in 

England along which the Spectral Coach has not trundled at some time or 

another.’684  

     Alongside the many written sources that describe a silence befalling on the 

villages, the sounds of the coaching appear to have been, in the main, forgotten as 

the coach became incorporated in the ghost story. Sounds that would have 

encompassed the sound of the guard’s horn, the horses hooves on cobbles, and 

preparations of putting the horses to and loading passengers and luggage aboard. 

Utilising the cacophony associated with coaching would have lessened the 

eeriness of a ghost story. Contemporary readers today can only mentally hear the 

sounds described in all manner of works of the early nineteenth century but writers 

living later in the century appear to have rendered them of little interest; it is the 

travelling coach that provides the ingredient for the stories not the lively eclectic 

mix of sounds.  

      In fiction, both Dickens’s tale of ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’ and Collins’s tale ‘The 

Last Stage Coachman’ incorporate an instant nostalgic response to their current 

situation regarding travel, which they themselves were experiencing. Thus the 

phantom coach was depicted as either an image of an entity in imminent trouble or 
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as a recent loss – to be retained only as a spectre within living memory. The coach 

fulfils a representation as a metaphor; a sad reminder of a social and cultural loss 

that had incorporated aspects of security and stability. It is only later in the 

nineteenth century that the role of the coach in a ghost story is given a different, 

rather sinister role, written for a wider-reading public who enjoyed the thrills of 

sensation fiction – nostalgia ceased to exist in these tales. Technology had moved 

on, uprooting members of society from rural to urban locations changing, for many, 

belief in what they thought they knew and displacing many widely held 

superstitions, which are repeated symbolically in the ghostly coach tale, an 

example of which is the scientific premise Edwards exploits in ‘Another Past 

Lodger.’  

     In literature, the coach and the all-encompassing activities surrounding the 

operation portrayed in earlier ghost stories, are replaced by depictions of a 

mourning or hearse coach that takes on an often sinister, malevolent role as a 

trope – a bearer of bad tidings or as a warning of death. The imagery, perhaps, 

extorts a shiver as the reader is reminded that death comes to us all. It is this 

invocation as a portent of death, that Briggs argues, makes the ghost story appeal 

to writers ‘largely because it invited a concern with the profoundest issues … life 

and earth … body and soul.’685 Carson, in ‘The True Story of the Phantom Coach’ 

wonders it it was the devil himself in the coach, a symbol of afterlife in purgatory, 

an indication of the concerns held within society of the meaning of death. 

Advances in scientific knowledge would have left many unsure as to their 

previously held belief in God and concerns as to what would happen to their souls 

after death. It was within the ghost story that their concerns became largely 

apparent. The metaphorical phantom coach characterised the question mark over 

life and death. A vehicle that can travel upwards into the sky provides an indicator 

that it is heaven bound. It cannot travel downwards to an assumed hell. The coach 

enacts a binary role; a ride to a better place – eternal life after death – or as an 

emissary proclaiming a life of eternal misery after death. Ralph Harrington 

succinctly argues this point that ghosts who journey as travellers ‘between  …  

states of existence, crossing the boundaries between the material and immaterial, 

between life and death … navigating … realms that are neither one place or 
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another.’686 In stories where the coach seems to drive down from above and then 

drive out of human sight signifies that a traveller can move from one realm to 

another.  

     Whatever the time period, the popular genre of the ghost story continues to 

thrill, scare and stimulate the reader. In the context of the coaches in the stories 

examined, apart from ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, the important ingredient is the 

anticipation of the spectre’s arrival. The difference in ‘The Bagman’s Uncle’, is that 

the coach, in its various guises, is prevalent throughout the entire story. It is 

because in 1827, the setting for Pickwick, the coaching industry is still very much 

alive and not just evolving as a ghostly presence at its end. The ghostly elements 

of the tale are an omen of the present (1836) not the past. The imminent or recent 

passing of the coaching industry in Dickens’s and Collins’s stories portray the 

phantom coaches as nostalgic imagery, fading fast, an augury of their future 

representation in ghost stories – already a forewarning of future changes and 

attestations of social disquiet. 

     The coach, within the ghost story, features the thin line between one’s 

imaginary thoughts and the possibility that the manifestation of our own 

ruminations are actually a reality from an unknown dimension. Freud states that 

this phenomenon survives because ‘we do not feel quite sure of our new beliefs … 

the old ones still exist within us ready to seize upon any confirmation.’687 Within all 

the stories examined in this chapter, this sensation of uncertainty is portrayed in 

the travelling coach. It can traverse in any direction, as can belief. It morphed in 

depiction, evoking emotions of nostalgia, bitterness, fear, a questioning of 

believes, and playing the role of a good-natured messenger. Writers adapted the 

diverseness of the motif of the coach as a reflection of the ideology of society, 

portraying it in a ghostly form keeping the past alive, albeit as a pale façade of its 

former glory.  

  

 
686 Harrington, ‘Transport and Trauma’, p. 309. 
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Conclusion 
 

  

  Will not someone with time and opportunity secure the old stories, 

  anecdotes, and particulars of the past? … The race 

  of old coachmen and ostlers is fast dying out. … What little has been  

  done, only shows how much more remains to be told … of the times 

  when the gay coaches with their well-bred, fast, travelling team, scarlet 

  coated guards and characteristic coachmen, were every day objects  

  and … well kept highways resounded with the rattling of the passing 

  mails, the clatter of many hoofs and the musical notes of the horn.688 

  

(James John Hissey, On The Box: from London to Land’s End, 

1886). 

 

The mail and stage coaches of the first quarter of the nineteenth century founded 

the beginnings of inclusive, speedy, local and national travel. As well as the 

positive social impact that transport on this scale secured, overtime the coach also 

embodied a cultural ideogram of peace and eventual metaphor for ‘The Good Old 

Days’. This is revealed within the works of nineteenth-century writers who 

engaged with the confines of coach travel and intricacies of passenger interaction; 

expressing scrutinisation of social positions and topics of the day in accordance 

with an appreciation of harmony and unity with the passing terrain as viewed atop 

a coach. This study has established how literature engaged with the coaching 

phenomenon; presenting evidence of the newfound freedom of movement across 

the country that furnished flexibility in travel opportunities for leisure and work. Due 

to its economic success the coach was heralded as a symbol of prosperity and an 

emblem of peace after a time of turbulence and war with France. Coach travel 

provided, for the first time, a communal, fast-moving, and efficient means to 

traverse the country. A collective sociability rendered by the coaches, and the 

diversity of travellers, enabled the populace to engage in conversation with, and 

 
688 James John Hissey, On The Box: from London to Land’s End  (London: Richard Bentley & Son, 1886), p.138. 
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comprehend the lives and opinions of, those normally on the periphery of their day 

to day acquaintances. The rendering of spatial, social inclusion, evinced writers 

with narrative junctures through which to pass commentary on passengers, goods 

and chattels, weather, terrain, hostelries, drivers, and the varied incidents on the 

road during the coach journey. This inclusivity is recognised and addressed 

repeatedly in literary sources with writers developing commentary with regard to 

social interaction and the incorporation of the minutiae of travel paraphernalia 

associated with the coaches. 

     As Ruth Livesey and Jonathan Grossman both successfully indicate, travel by 

coach enabled and cemented a sense of national coherence. This study has 

attested that the coach was more than just a vehicle of functional mobility: 

coaches represented a period of emancipatory possibilities for the inhabitants of 

the country – for work, communication, social interaction and public commentary 

each of which are suggested and interrogated in nineteenth-century literature. 

Added to this was the sensory stimulation of sight and sound associated with the 

coaches; from their brightly coloured appearance to the liveliness and animation 

that resonated as they passed through the villages and towns en route. The 

employment by writers of arresting, evocative writing suggest an emotive ploy of 

engagement with the reader; encapsulating pride, terrain, Britishness, nostalgia, 

and later in the ghost stories, suspense and fear. Whilst writers provided 

numerous expressive descriptions of travel by coach, many incorporated the 

coach motif as a symbolic social space of collective interaction. In the literature of 

the nineteenth century it encompasses multiple significations. 

     This study has deliberately engaged with an inclusive breath of literary sources: 

journals, letters, stories, essays and memoirs, each of which illustrate how and 

why authors chose to represent coaching in their work. For example the extent of 

corruption within the electoral process, which Charles Dickens addresses in fiction, 

letters and newspaper reports. His many years attendance at elections in his role 

as a reporter resulted in considerable knowledge of the workings of coach travel 

and of coachmen, which was then applied in newspaper reports and through 

sardonic humour in The Pickwick Papers. The coach is often evoked as a focus for 

humour, given the cultural tendency to idolise or caricature the drivers themselves 

and the wide social spectrum of coach travellers. By employing the coach, writers 

sought to present pertinent issues of the day through wit, humour and satire 
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focused around a coaching scene. Underlying such humour is the deliberate 

commentary about a number of problematic contemporary issues, as in Dickens’s 

Pickwick. Texts that deal with coaching in this way provide clear articulations of 

specific concerns. Two writers, with very different approaches to writing,  

Westmacott and Dickens, impart a diverse amount of detail with regard to life in 

the coaching era, centring on the coach as a vehicle for their commentary. 

Westmacott’s are for the most part, a vitriolic, presentation of contemporary social 

issues, whereas Dickens’s perceptions of community and political dynamics are 

presented in a clear, but less condemnatory, mode by way of examining the 

idiosyncratic traits of a coach driver of ‘the old school’.689  

     The mode or tone of humour facilitated the narrative representation and 

inclusion of heterogeneous mannerisms of members of society on board the 

coach. Population diversity, particularly across lines of class, gender, and 

generation, is a keen, notable point of interest for the assortment of writers 

included in this study. Many took advantage of coaching within their respective  

narratives as an impetus for the critical appraisal of human foibles drawn from an 

all-round cross-section of society, coach travel facilitated (although in these 

examples a middle-class authorial voice clearly dominates). Authors, essayists, 

writers of letter, journals and biographies, displayed a wide range of observations 

relating to the diversity of individuals travelling together afforded by travel on the 

coach. Passenger conversations, recounted or imagined, demonstrate that details 

of local occurrences – such as the appointment of a new headmaster at a 

particular school – were often as important to the passengers and the writers as 

the wider national and political news of the day. Coach travel therefore knits 

together the local with the national, according to these writers. This is apparent in 

the journalistic essay ‘A Day in A Stage-Coach where discussions of government 

and the upcoming reform act of 1832, were often overshadowed by new-found 

knowledge pertaining to ‘the evil days on which flannel manufacturers are fallen’, 

or ‘a fair compliment of topographical talk’ from a young lady because sitting 

 
689 Coach driver Tony Weller, a character in Pickwick, was nearing retirement. He had spent all his working 
life on the road and portrayed many of the characteristics of the earlier coach drivers. During the period 

between 1825-1840s, oft referred to as ‘The Golden Age of Coaching’, drivers were often college or 
university educated, ex-military, or members of a high social class. Tony is working class but having spent 
his entire adult life on the box seat has a worldly, pragmatic outlook on life and people.  



199 
 

‘opposite her is a good-looking young farmer.’690 This establishes that travel by 

coach encompassed more than the journey itself, such that writers adopting a 

coaching motif or mode of travel included the interplay between passengers. In 

doing so, writers reflected the lives and concerns of different levels of society.  

     Correspondence containing explicit commentary of personal experiences of 

coach travel, contributes to the coach’s crucial role in identifying but then bridging 

social stratification. Letter writers would also reflect on the practical safety of single 

female travellers, and, more romantically, on the feelings of harmony and oneness 

with nature and the elements that coach travel mobilised. This is testified in letters 

by Dorothy Wordsworth, Amelia Opie, Agnes Porter and Nellie Weeton. Women 

who travelled by coach demonstrated no concerns as to travelling with male 

companions and such texts reveal that both men and women engaged quite 

happily in conversation on the coach and at inn stage stops, magnifying the 

coach’s facilitation of sociability as much as mobility. Governess Agnes Porter’s 

meeting with a young gentleman on board the coach led to an exchange of 

addresses to enable further contact, and Nellie Weeton, describes numerous 

coaching journeys (undertaken for work, leisure, and family visiting) in her journal 

and letters to friends without concerns about solo travelling. This ease of 

interaction between gender and classes ceased with rail travel. Women no longer 

felt safe to travel alone, devoid of the protection of the driver and guard in close 

proximity, having, for example, concerns about being the only passenger alone in 

a carriage with a man.  

     The democratic interaction promoted by coach travel, which had so often 

formed the strategic function of the coach in literature, was abruptly annihilated 

when the industry come to an untimely end although ‘the coach fought hard to the 

last against the tide of railway opposition which had set in, but the traffic began to 

fall away very quickly.’691 Mail and stage coaches were both thriving enterprises 

from which all levels of society had benefited. Their popularity, convenience and 

usage as a transport system swiftly declined from the late 1830s-1840s. As early 

as 1825, railway lines were being laid across the country, gathering momentum 

during the following 15 years. The population had little choice but to accept this 

 
690 ‘A Day in A Stage-Coach’, The Athenaeum, 253 Saturday 1st September (1832), 569-560 (p. 569) [n.a.] 
691 Tom Bradley, The Old Coaching Days in Yorkshire (Yorkshire: “The Yorkshire Post”, 1889), p. 200. 
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new form of (initially treacherous), travel, where passengers were segregated into 

class-defined carriages. This gave rise to nostalgic reflections about coach travel. 

Many writers expressed an appreciation of coaching, formulating it into a 

justification of national pride, together with its ability to gesture towards 

connections to the past, as well as an articulating awareness of the democratic 

possibilities facilitated by the accessibility and speed of travel by coach. Writers 

sought ways of utilising the coach in order to promote a comprehensive account of 

both individual response and general reaction to the rapidly changing world of 

steam, urbanisation and scientific advancement. The coach took on a symbolic 

role, signifying the loss of the stability in the present, as it gave way to a fast-

paced world of modernisation. 

     The network of coach travel that had spread rapidly across the country in the 

late eighteenth century, and then its just as rapid annihilation by the middle of the 

nineteenth, was viewed by many contemporaries as having a devastating affect on 

the country in terms of loss of revenue, and jobs. Writers explored the shifts in 

beliefs about national identity, and fragmentation of social coherence that this 

entailed. Advances in steam innovations had an unpleasant tenor to those 

reminiscing romantically upon a perceived earlier, simpler, way of life that the 

coach had encapsulated; an instantaneous nostalgia developed for the way of life 

that coach travel had facilitated. It took many forms, from initial bitterness and 

regret, gradually evolving into fond or otherwise pleasant memories of the 

immediate recollected past, before finally becoming a romanticised symbol of life 

in the ‘good old coaching days’, as it was oft referred – even by those, at the end 

of the century, for whom coaching had never been a reality.692 

     Celebrations of the British countryside, comparisons of rural and urban 

landscapes – questioned and described by George Eliot in Felix Holt, for example 

– the movement and exchange of passengers and commentary thereon, were 

enabled by writers’ inclusion of the coach in their texts: it facilitated such 

 
692 ‘The Good Old Coaching Days’, became a popular phrase in the last quarter of the nineteenth century 
and first quarter of the twentieth century. In The Old Coaching Days in Yorkshire by Tom Bradley, he refers 
to ‘the good old coaching days’, (Yorkshire: Yorkshire Post, 1889), p. 25 and the ‘good old -coaching road’, p. 
141. ‘The Good Old Coaching Days’, – A Ballad – North Devon Journal [on-line] (26th August 1880). With 

http://wwwbritishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed May 2021] (LVII.2935, p. 3). “A Friend In Need”, ‘In 
The Good Old Coaching Days’, Illustrated London News [on-line] (Christmas Number 30th November 1918) 
http://wwwbritishnewspaperarchive.co.uk [accessed May 2021] p. 94. (Poster). 

http://wwwbritishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
http://wwwbritishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
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observations, and provided suitable occasion for parallel interaction. Writers such 

as Thomas Miller expressed profound nostalgia in topical essays and articles 

written shortly after the coaching era – in the late 1830s, early 1840s – and many 

more fellow writers succumbed to similar professions of regret at its demise. In the 

memoirs of ex-coachman C. Birch Reynardson, written between thirty and forty 

years after the collapse of the industry (and despite claims of writing objectively to 

record coaching for the benefit for succeeding generations), the nostalgia is 

palpable as he emotively recalls his days travelling on the coach as a school boy 

and the pleasure of his childish interaction with the coach driver. He describes his 

years of driving a coach himself through anecdotes of occurrences on the road, 

and dwells on the comradeship between fellow drivers. Nostalgia for the coaching 

days is also portrayed by Maude Egerton King when she describes her memories 

of her coach owner and driver father, and of life as a child living above a coach 

booking office. Although, like Reynardson, it was written many years after the last 

coach had departed the roads, the nostalgia surfaces in her evocation of the sights 

and sounds that her memory fondly recalls and in her comparisons with that of 

present days of rail travel.  

     Nostalgia about the coach and about its heyday is also a popular ingredient in 

early ghost stories, through which the past irrupts into the present. Dickens depicts 

coaching in the dreamlike experience of Uncle (the protagonist in  ‘The Bagman’s 

Uncle’, in Pickwick Papers), by means of a timeline of expressive narratives 

portraying a vision of coaching history, displaying pride in its brilliance and then 

changing the mood to a dark prediction of its future. In Wilkie Collins’s ‘The Last 

Stage Coachman’, he also tempers a ghost story with nostalgia which is displayed 

by the narrator in terms of sadness and bitterness for the recent loss of coaching, 

as inns are already falling into ruin, and this is accompanied by the neglect of the 

roads. The coach, in such texts, is an object that haunts. 

     The profound desire to hold onto the illusive security of the past, which the 

coach represented for many, was also remembered in the life-writing of those such 

as Reynardson, and Egerton. This was followed by a very different recollection of 

coaching in the ghost story genre of the latter part of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, as imagery of a ghostly coach took on a new lease of life 

when depicted in a variety of spectral forms as messenger of bad news or portent 

of death (rather than of a fondly recollected past). Romanticism and nostalgia play 
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no part in the popularity of the later ghost story that incorporated the symbolic 

coach. In both Augustus Jessopp’s stories and W. T Linskill’s work, temporal 

distance meant that any tangible link to the realities of mail and stage coach travel 

were abandoned. A travelling vehicle, from an already distant past, became an 

ideal conduit for spectral manifestation, building on the popularity of earlier stories 

that included a coach. Such later writers utilised the coach for commercial 

success, rather than as an indication of any personal investment. 

      An early twentieth-century critic, George Matz, rightly recognises, that of 

delivering a kaleidoscopic panorama of coaching to literary authors: 

             

             Authors who had lived during the coaching era were able to  

  recount details … that reflected the real spirit of the old 

  time travelling which brings us in touch with the customs 

  of the coaching age in a manner that no historian could 

  possibly convey so realistically.693  

 

Writers contributed far more than just ‘realistic’ descriptions of coach travel  

however. This study has identified how the symbolic coach was repurposed 

through various literary formats, emerging as a concrete focus for the elaboration 

of popular ideological opinions and concerns about the pace of modernity. Literary 

commentary about diverse topics, from the classification and interrogation of 

human foibles, through accounts of cross-class interaction and their connections 

to the development of a sense of national pride, reflect a society that underwent 

swift changes, and such texts construct the idea of a past rapidly disappearing 

from ‘sight’ as the coaches – its emblem – faded into obscurity. This study has 

identified and examined, varied modes of engagement with coach travel in 

nineteenth-century literature, illustrating the uses such texts made of a wide range 

of associations with the industry, and how its perceived inclusivity contributed to 

debates about heritage, community engagement, and the politicisation of travel. In 

addition, such texts give rise to the romantic evocation of a lost sense of 

Englishness, even at the height of the coaching era. Writers also presented their 

readers with sights and sounds of landscape and inhabitants of rural and 

 
693 G. W. Matz, Dickensian Inns and Taverns (London: Cecil Baker, 1922), p. 18. 
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metropolitan areas of the country, thereby contributing to the deliberate 

construction of a vibrant period of British history. In doing so, nineteenth-century 

writers cultivated perceptions about the idiosyncrasies and ideologies of the 

populace, and used the coach as a means to reflect on the rapidity of changes to 

accustomed structures of life during the first quarter of the nineteenth century.  

     As the writers of the texts examined have shown, progress and modernity 

came at a heavy cost to all those involved in the industry. The success of coaching 

delivered a foundation for the modernity of rail travel, but the railway’s success 

was also established in literature as a means of interrogating immediate (personal 

and also collective) history. In writing about coaches, and recalling the experience 

of coach travel, writers promoted an understanding of how a diverse population 

confronted rapid change. This study has analysed evidence (drawing on sources 

sympathetic and critical, nostalgic and practical), of a broad spectrum of coach 

transport and its literary significance. In doing so it establishes that the literary 

construction of the coach and of coach travel provided a function within numerous 

texts for collective, inclusive, social interaction, and it therefore often became a 

focus in fiction. Livesey and Grossman established that coaching, as a literary 

device, provided evidence of awareness of nationhood. This study has shifted and 

expanded the focus of debate onto the minutiae of coach travel and its significant 

role in nineteenth century literary sources. The coach, with all its vagaries and 

iterations, is portrayed in literature as a compass that establishes the 

characteristics and attitudes of a divergent populace on the move, and coaching 

narratives manifest contemporary concerns.          
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